N. Mufti - R. Nahhas - S. Kadi - S. Guerraoui

Religious
minorities
in the Arab
world P2-3

P17

September 4, 2015

King Salman’s visit to
Washington
Claude Salhani

P6

Syrians can only
resist
Khairallah Khairallah

P9

M. Habeeb - M. el-Shafey

UAE’s Mars mission

P4

Issue 21, Year 1
UK £2/ EU €2.50

Nadine Sayegh

Europe’s
migration
crisis
P5

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

No end to ordeal of Iraq’s
Yazidis a year after ISIS assault
Jamal J. Halaby

Amman

Culture as the last
barricade
Hatem Atallah

P7

Iran’s sharpening
power struggle
Ali Alfoneh

P15

The marriage of
convenience between
Russia and Egypt
Mark N. Katz

P16

Lebanon’s trash crisis
Imad Salamey
Robert T. Jordan

P12

Y

azidis continue to face
a bleak future in Iraq,
a year after the Islamic
State (ISIS) overran and
plundered their northern Iraqi towns, killed their men,
enslaved their women and turned
their children into ticking jihadist
time bombs.
Their own existence is in peril
under ISIS, which considers them
infidels. Although Yazidis are monotheists who believe in God as creator, their religion is based on ambivalent supernatural beings ruling
Earth. Yazidis pray facing the sun
and call themselves “children of
the sun”, at variance with Muslim
orthodoxy.
The situation of Yazidis is way
down the list of Iraqi leaders’ priorities. The country is struggling to
survive an economic crunch caused
by overspending and squandered
oil wealth, coupled with ISIS control of territory and sectarian violence — Sunnis v Shias — ripping the
nation apart.
Internationally, the United Nations labelled ISIS’s war against the
Yazidis “genocide” and a US-led air
campaign attacked the militants.
But little has been done beyond lip
service since Yazidi towns, such
as the ancestral hub of Sinjar, in
northern Iraq were overtaken
by ISIS in August 2014.
“When it comes to Yazidis, it’s only talk because it’s
a closed community with
little public exposure or
influence and has its own
religion, culture and tradition, which is alien to many,”
said Iraqi political analyst
Ahmed Haymen.
He said geopolitical reasons contributed to the ab-

Yazidi refugees in the southern Turkish town of Midyat.

The situation of
Yazidis is way down
the list of Iraqi
leaders’ priorities
sence of a solution to the Yazidi
quandary.
Topographically, Yazidi towns in
northern Kurdish Iraq are encircled
or sit atop mountains, with the terrain forming an obstacle to land invasions.
Kurdish fighters in command
of an area overlooking Sinjar say
their battles with ISIS are limited to
throwing hand grenades.

Politically, inter-Kurdish disputes and concern over Iraq’s
fragmentation have put the Yazidi
problem on the back burner.
Haymen said Sinjar and other
Yazidi towns could return to the
limelight when the Iraqi Army
launches a long-awaited battle
to recapture the northern city of
Mosul, Iraq’s second largest city,
which fell to ISIS in June 2014.
“Until Mosul’s liberation and the
other factors are realised, the battle
to recapture Sinjar will remain unknown and unpredicted,” Haymen
said.
Meanwhile, a defiant princess
from a royal Yazidi family from
northern Iraq said she would continue campaigning until her peo-

ple’s plight improves and ISIS is out
of Sinjar.
“Our activities will continue unabated inside and outside our homeland and in every corner of earth,”
Princess Auroba Bayzid Esmail Beg
told The Arab Weekly in a telephone interview from her adopted
home in Germany.
“We neither can go silent, nor
can we allow our cause to be forgotten,” she said.

The natural gas discovery was
welcomed by Mohamed Abdullah, a 32-year-old barber from Giza
province.
“We will get rich,” Abdullah said,
a smile growing across his face.
“Sisi [Egyptian President Abdel
Fattah al-Sisi] will use the money
coming from the field to feed the
hungry.”
In Israel, Egypt’s north-eastern
neighbour, the Zohr discovery is a
source of worry, apprehension and
even pessimism.
Israel was preparing to put itself on the map as a major natural
gas producer after the discovery
of huge natural gas reserves off its
coast. The Leviathan and Tamar
natural gas fields have total reserves of about 566 billion cubic
metres.
Israel’s plans had been to export
the gas to neighbouring countries,
such as Jordan, and it was hoping
energy-starved Egypt would also
become a customer.
However, to use Descalzi’s imagery, the game is suddenly changing to Cairo’s benefit.
Egypt’s Zohr project lies in shal-

lower waters than Israel’s reserves,
making site development much
easier.
Leviathan and Tamar were discovered in 2009 and 2010 but exploiting the resource has proved difficult. Tamar began producing gas
in 2013; product from Leviathan is
expected on the market in 2017.

Jamal J. Halaby, based in Jordan,
is the Levant section editor for The
Arab Weekly and has covered the
Middle East and North Africa for
nearly three decades.
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‘Supergiant’ gas find gives Egypt hope, Israel concerns
Amr Emam

Cairo

T

he just-discovered Zohr
project
“supergiant”
natural gas field in the
Mediterranean could ease
energy shortages in Egypt
and turn Cairo into a net gas exporter while dampening Israeli hopes
for expanding Middle East markets
for its own supplies.
Italian energy company Eni said
a field containing potential reserves
of 850 billion cubic metres was
found about 180 kilometres off the
Egyptian coastal city of Port Said.
The field is expected to be producing natural gas in about three years.
Eni Chief Executive Officer Claudio Descalzi, speaking on US cable
network CNBC, said the discovery
“is changing the game for Egypt”
and could meet the country’s energy demands “for decades”.
Egypt has natural gas reserves of
2 trillion cubic metres and produces
127 million cubic metres of the fuel
every day. It needs, however, to

meet daily demand of 200 million
cubic metres of gas.
The Zohr field is expected to
bridge the gap between production
and consumption.
“Zohr is the largest gas discovery
ever made in Egypt and in the Med-

Eni onshore plant in Egypt.

iterranean Sea,” Eni said in a news
release. “Eni will immediately appraise the field with the aim of accelerating a fast-track development
of the discovery that will utilise at
best the existing offshore and onshore infrastructures.”

(Photo credit: ENI)

Italian energy
company Eni said
a field containing
potential reserves
of 850 billion cubic
metres was found
But the Zohr find means that
Egypt will have no need to import
the gas from Israel, according to
Mohamed Shoeib, the former head
of the Egyptian state-owned Natural Gas Holding Company.
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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The tragic plight of Iraq’s Yazidis under ISIS
Nermeen Mufti

Baghdad

H

oled up on a mountain range overlooking
their ancestral hub,
the Yazidis have had to
watch the town of Sinjar being occupied by Islamic State
(ISIS) militants with no hope that
the area will soon be liberated.
At least 40,000 Yazidis fled Sinjar
and the surrounding area in northern Iraq to Mount Sinjar in the wake
of an ISIS onslaught that began August 3, 2014. Without food or water,
the Yazidis were surrounded by ISIS
militants.
They abducted and raped Yazidi
women and killed hundreds of civilians, including children. The
process was widely called a “forced
conversion campaign”, but to the
United Nations it was simply “genocide”.
International media estimated
the number of Yazidis killed at
more than 5,000, but the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG)
which controlled the area said 1,280
Yazidis were killed in the ISIS offensive and 841 were missing.

The Yazidis consider
themselves Kurds,
with an independent
culture and
traditions
The persecution of Iraq’s Yazidi
minority gained international attention and resulted in the US-led
air campaign against ISIS hideouts
in northern Iraq. Iraqi Kurdish
peshmerga forces, alongside Turkish Kurds fighters from the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) and Syrian
Kurds from the People’s Protection
Units (YPG) captured Mount Sinjar
from ISIS in December 2014, giving
some relief to thousands of Yazidis
trapped there.
Nevertheless, the agony of Yazid-

is continues and their frustration
grows.
“A year has passed and our land,
civilisation and history are being
wrecked by strangers and we’re
still crying out for help,” lamented
Princess Auroba Bayzid Esmail Beg,
from a northern Iraqi Yazidi royal
family.

“We were
abandoned and also
attacked because of
our faith, not for any
other reason.”
“In this year, Yazidi families
have been broken and scattered
all over,” Esmail Beg, who is also a
rights activist and former adviser
to the governor of Iraq’s northern
Nineveh province, told The Arab
Weekly in a telephone interview
from her residence in Germany.
The princess said that Yazidi boys
under 13 years-old and living under
ISIS in the Iraqi village of Kojo near
Sinjar were being transformed into
jihadists “rigged up for bombings
and primed for suicide attacks”.
Boys older than 13 were killed.
She blamed ex-Iraqi prime minister Nuri al-Maliki for the agony
of her people, explaining that the
pullout of Iraqi forces under his
command — his being at the time
the supreme commander of the
Iraqi armed forces — from northern
Iraq led ISIS to advance and take
over Sinjar and other Yazidi areas.
Another Yazidi, a male activist
in Iraq who insisted on anonymity
for safety reasons, blamed the Iraqi
Kurdish peshmerga for the fall of
Sinjar and other towns with Yazidi
inhabitants.
“On the eve that ISIS captured
Sinjar, Kurdish peshmerga forces
withdrew from the area, leaving a
largely unarmed civilian population vulnerable,” the activist said.
“We were abandoned and also attacked because of our faith, not for
any other reason.”
Meanwhile, Iraqi media reported

that at least 76 deputies signed a
petition in Iraq’s legislature calling
for questioning Kurdish leader Masoud Barzani on Sinjar’s fall to ISIS.
The Yazidis consider themselves
Kurds, with an independent culture
and traditions. But they are not recognised by the Kurds and others
in Iraq as such. They are scattered
across several countries, mainly in
Iraq, but also in Syria, Turkey, Russia, Armenia, Georgia, Germany,
Sweden and the Netherlands.
They are monotheists, who believe in God as creator of the world,
which has been placed under the
care of seven angels, or holy beings,
ruled by an ambivalent character
called the Peacock Angel.
As ruler, the Peacock Angel causes both good and evil to befall individuals. He fell from God’s favour
but was reconciled after an arduous
remorseful experience.
They pray three to five times a
day in the direction of the sun and
call themselves the “children of the
sun”. Their holy scriptures are the
Yazidi Book of Revelation and the
Yazidi Black Book.
ISIS, which has set up a self-proclaimed caliphate in parts of Iraq
and Syria, pledged to purge the
Arab world of people it considers
“infidels” and Muslims — including those who follow the Sunni
sect just like ISIS — have not been
spared its violence and persecution.
Jian Aziz, another Yazidi activist, said women members of the
community suffered significantly
under ISIS.
“ISIS raped them and those saved
among them gave birth to babies
who were adopted by Kurdish Iraqi
Muslim families,” Aziz said.
Esmail Beg insisted “the level of
support by the international community is way below our expectations”.
Thankfully, she pointed out, Germany has been welcoming Yazidis,
including the battered and raped
women for treatment.
“I spoke with a number of them.

An Iraqi Yazidi praying near Dohuk, during a ceremony to
celebrate the Yazidi New Year, in April 2015.
They are heartbroken, feeling humiliated, yet they are responding
to treatment,” Esmail Beg noted.
She angrily added that a year has
passed while Yazidi women were
still “being held captive by ISIS as
the world watches the tyranny, but
didn’t move to end it”.
The princess said she did not expect her hometown in northern Iraq
to be freed soon because “there are

no real efforts, neither Iraqi nor internationally to this end”.
“We tell the world that our religion, civilisation and culture as a
whole face extinction,” she said.
“Isn’t there a way to save the remaining ‘children of the sun’?”
Nermeen Mufti, based in Iraq, has
been covering Iraqi affairs for three
decades.

Mosul Christians seek harbour in Jordan
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

A

bout 1,200 Iraqi Christians, having fled persecution by Islamic State
(ISIS) militants in Mosul,
are sheltered in Jordan,
some holed up in churches that are
trying to deal with the added financial burden and staffing hitches.
Mosul’s Christians, estimated at
3,000 among a population of about
2 million and deeply rooted having lived there for more than 1,900
years, escaped the city when ISIS
seized it in June 2014.
They had been given the choices
of converting to Islam, paying a penalty tax, leaving the city or death.
They headed to Jordan by the
hundreds, with some continuing on
to resettle in France, Canada, Australia, the United States and other
Western nations. Many, however,
remained in Jordan.
There are no Christians in Mosul
for the first time in nearly two millennia — a serious blow to its tightly
knit social fabric, which allowed
its various communities, including
Sunni Muslims and rival Shias, to
live in peace and coexistence despite sectarian violence that ripped
apart communities across Iraq.
Cash-strapped Jordan said it
could not provide financial assistance to the Iraqi Christians except
to give them a safe haven away
from ISIS. Jordan is grappling with
an influx of an estimated 1.5 million Syrian refugees, a situation that
stretched the country’s services and
meagre resources.
Jordan-based Greek Orthodox
Catholic pastor George Sharayha

said more than 500 Iraqi Christians took refuge in seven churches in Amman and the eastern city
of Zarqa. They are sponsored by
the Caritas Jordan Association, a
humanitarian
non-governmental
organisation affiliated with the Roman Catholic Church.

There are no
Christians in Mosul
for the first time in
nearly two millennia
The rest leased apartments across
the country, according to Sharayha,
who said his church sheltered 23
Iraqi families, totalling 85 individuals at least half of whom are younger than 18.
“There were needy Iraqis who

fled to Jordan with neither money
nor personal effects. They left everything behind so we had to provide them with urgent assistance,”
Sharayha explained in an interview
with The Arab Weekly. He said the
assistance included cash, food,
clothes, medical care and shelter.
“With help from the Caritas, we
were able to host them since they arrived in August 2014,” he said. “But
this turned out to be a big challenge
because we initially thought they’d
be here temporarily but a year has
passed and they’re still here.”
The challenge is not only to meet
their needs and allocate funds to
shelter them but also to deal with
their physiological state, he said.
“They all come from good families who lived well and had their
own businesses but now they have

Iraqi Christians, who took refuge in Jordan after fleeing Mosul,
attend mass in Amman.

absolutely nothing except their
faith because they know that God
will not leave them alone,” Sharayha said.
Sharayha explained that the cost
of hosting one family of four is
about $230 per month. “But the real
cost is much higher because we pay
thousands for electricity, water and
other utilities,” he said.
The priest also noted that additional volunteers were needed
to help the families adapt in Jordan. “Their children need to go to
schools and the families need to
mingle with the local community,”
he said. “Some Christians and Muslims in Jordan are helping by providing food, clothes and even cash
assistance. Still, this is not enough.
“They’ve been through a lot and
we cannot give up on them now.”
One of the Iraqis, Ziad Behnam,
54, who owned a turnery shop in
Mosul, is seeking resettlement in
Australia. He insisted in an interview with The Arab Weekly that he
will not return home.
“ISIS threatened to kill us if we
did not manufacture silencers for
their pistols. When we refused,
they killed my brother. So, we were
forced to leave Mosul and headed
for Jordan,” he said.
“It was either leave or be killed,”
Behnam said tearfully. “It took us
a while to heal and overcome our
fears.”
Zaid Imad, 26, left Mosul with
eight family members after ISIS
announced that Christians should
convert to Islam, or pay the jizyah
— a tax levied from non-Muslims in
return for social protection.
“We heard that although some
Christian families paid the jizyah,
ISIS asked them later to convert to
Islam or leave,” Imad said.

“We cannot go back to the unknown that is why we need a country that can sympathise with us and
accept us,” he said in an interview in
a church hall that was separated by
fabric of false walls to provide relative privacy to each family.
“What we have here isn’t much
but we call it home until things get
better.”
On the side of the hall, two
women sweat in the heat of a small
kitchen as they cook rice for other
families. In an adjacent room, filled
with plastic bags and torn carpet, a
psychologist volunteer talked with
the Iraqis about their dreams and
hopes.

About

1,200
Iraqi Christians are
sheltered in Jordan
Ban Moayad, 50, said sharing
space with other families brought
about an “effective system for
cleaning, preparing meals and even
praying; with each family being
committed to making this hall a
home for all”.
Reyadh Hazem, a 42-year-old
businessman who owned several
furniture shops in Mosul, said his
plight made his faith grow stronger.
“I know that God is with us and
He will never abandon us,” said
Hazem, who wore a bracelet with a
cross on his left hand. “This is just a
phase that will go away.”
Roufan Nahhas, based in Jordan,
has been covering cultural issues
for more than two decades.
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Druze minority shielded by integration
Samar Kadi

Beirut

W

ith other minorities,
including
Christians and Yazidis,
facing death and
persecution at the
hands of the Islamic State (ISIS),
the Druze community, whose faith
draws its roots from Islam but is
influenced by ancient Greek and
Indian philosophy, might also fear
for its future.
Present in small communities in
Lebanon, Syria, Israel and Jordan,
the Druze have survived waves of
persecution throughout history.
Will they be put to the “test of survival” once again with the rise of
radical Islamist groups across the
region?
Druze cleric Sheikh Sami Abilmona played down fears of persecution, stressing that the group
has never felt it was a minority in
the Middle East, although Druze
constitute 5% of Lebanon’s population of 4.3 million, 3% of Syria’s
population of 22.5 million. Another
130,600 live in Israel and 32,000
are in Jordan.
“Our fundamental belonging
and allegiance is to the Arab and
Muslim world. The Druze have always identified with their Arab and
Muslim environment at large. That
is why we did not really have the
same fears like other minorities,”
Abilmona said.
Nonetheless, the Druze have experienced difficult times in the past
and had to defend themselves and
their identity against aggressors.
“But that was because of foreign
powers’ interferences and attempts
to play on sectarian sensitivities
with the aim of dividing the region
as happened in the 19th century,”
the sheikh said, referring to conflicts that had pitted the Britishbacked Druze against Christians,
allied to France, in Ottoman-ruled
Mount Lebanon.

Our fundamental
belonging and
allegiance is to the
Arab and Muslim
world
Abilmona
underlined
that,
throughout history, the Druze community never tolerated segregation
and radicalism or sought to create
its own sectarian and independent
entity, although it had feudal powers and ruled Mount Lebanon for
centuries.
“Isolation would have been suicidal. Our presence in this part of
the world has been and will be

Members of the Druze community of the Israeli-annexed Golan Heights wave the Syrian and their community’s flag in the Druze village
of Majdal Shams, last June.
safeguarded through our integration and complementary role in
our (Arab and Muslim) society,” he
said.
The phenomenon of Islamic extremism sweeping the region has
led to the mass persecution and
uprooting of Christians and Yazidis
in Iraq and Syria. A small cluster
of Druze villages in Idlib in northwest Syria came under ISIS attack
earlier in 2015, causing outrage and
concern among Druze across Lebanon, Syria and Israel.
“Of course we have fears from
radicalism implanted in the minds
of certain groups,” acknowledged
Abilmona, “but not from Islam.
“I don’t believe at all that Islamic
fanaticism constitutes a threat to
the Druze as such. The danger is on
all, especially if there are schemes
to redraw the map of the region
and partition it on a sectarian and
ethnic basis… That should be a
source of fear for all of us.”
In Syria, the Druze are mainly
concentrated in the southern province of Sweida. Like other minority
groups, they see the regime of Syrian President Bashar Assad as a bulwark against extremists. Nonethe-

less, they have struggled to remain
neutral in the conflict, which has
claimed more than 240,000 lives in
four-and-a-half years.

The Druze
community never
sought to create its
own sectarian and
independent entity
“While the Syrian people are divided between supporters and opponents to the regime, Syria’s Druze have taken the decision to place
the nation’s interest above any other considerations. It is a fateful and
crucial stance,” said Syrian Druze
Sheikh Akel Hammoud Hinnawi.
“Religion is for God and the nation is for all. This is our policy
which is based on mutual respect,
tolerance and acceptance of the
other, although our community
faced fateful challenges from
armed opposition groups, prompting us to defend ourselves,” added
Hinnawi, the highest Druze religious authority, in an interview
with The Arab Weekly.
He said the community has paid

a high price in the war, with some
1,000 dead, mostly soldiers. This
has triggered a race to buy weapons
for self-defence.
“Security challenges are many
and extremely dangerous but the
biggest one is the threat of rampant
terrorism,” Hinnawi said, in reference to attacks by ISIS and al-Nusra
Front, al-Qaeda’s Syrian branch,
to dislodge the Syrian Army from
Sweida, notably from the military
airfield of al-Thula.
Although they have not joined
the rebellion against Assad’s regime, Syrian Druze have aired
grievances against authorities,
which they accused of turning their
backs and abandoning them to repel the jihadists alone.
Syrian Druze writer Wassef Abdel Hadi found positive signs amid
the gloom engulfing Sweida, where
many displaced Syrians fleeing
devastated villages in neighbouring Sunni Deraa sought shelter.
“Sweida has become a small sample of a Syrian safe haven. It is an
example of a tolerant Syria where
short cuts are established between
the different religions, sects and
factions,” Abdel Hadi said.

The Druze are well-known for
their solidarity in times of adversity.
“When we feel that our brethren
in Syria are in real danger we will
definitely help them,” Abilmona
said. “However, our strong internal bonds are not directed against
others. If we are united for our own
sake, we are also united for the
sake of our nation as a whole.”

Druze constitute 5%
of Lebanon’s
population of 4.3
million, 3% of Syria’s
population of 22.5
million
He advised Syria’s Druze to
maintain their neutrality and not
be used as “a spearhead against
any other group or sect or religion.
“If such a neutrality holds in
Sweida, it would be an example
for the salvation of all of Syria,” he
said.
Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly
Travel and Society section editor.

Jewish heritage preserved in Casablanca museum
The museum displays hundreds
of artefacts produced on Moroccan soil, some of which date to
the 19th century. A Torah rolled in
handcrafted batons and written in
Morocco on parchment in the 20th
century is a rare masterpiece.

Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

C

asablanca’s Museum of
Moroccan Judaism is the
only Jewish museum in
the Arab world. Founded
in 1997, the museum offers a large display of priceless Jewish heritage, including jewellery,
traditional Moroccan Jewish wedding dresses and photographs from
across Morocco.
Museum curator Zhor Rehihil said
the museum was founded by Serge
Berdugo, Jacques Toledano, Boris Toledano and Simon Levy with
support from the Moroccan government and the Ministry of Culture.
The new Moroccan constitution
is clearly displayed at the museum’s
entrance as a testament to the country’s ethnic and religious diversity.
“The new constitution emphasises
both ethnic and religious pluralism
in Morocco,” Rehihil said.
Muslims represent 99% of the

The Jewish
community in
Morocco now
numbers 3,000

Torah scroll at the Casablanca Museum of Moroccan Judaism.
Moroccan population but Jews lived
in the North African kingdom well
before the advent of Islam. Their
numbers grew after every persecution in Europe, especially following
the Spanish Inquisition in the 15th
century.

In the 1940s, Morocco’s Jewish
population exceeded 250,000. After the creation of the state of Israel
in 1948, thousands of Jews left the
kingdom to seek a new life there. As
a result, the Jewish community in
Morocco now numbers 3,000.

Perhaps the most striking object
in the museum is the reconstructed
jewellery-making shop of Saul Cohen, who died in 2007. The workbench and all the tools used until
1999, when the shop was closed,
were reconstructed in the museum.
“We kept the photo of late King
Mohammed V, which was hung on
the shop’s wall. It clearly showed
his allegiance to the king,” said Rehihil.
“Jews living abroad visit King
Mohammed V’s mausoleum whenever they come to Morocco for pil-

grimage, because they deem him
as a Tzadikim (righteous man),” she
added.
Rehihil also highlighted the growing interest of university students in
the museum.
“Some universities have created research departments about
Morocco’s heritage. Every year, we
receive over 20 students in the museum who carry out research about
Moroccan Jewish identity and heritage,” he said.
Rehihil noted that many visitors
come from Middle Eastern and Gulf
Arab countries.
“Arab tourists who visit the Hassan II mosque come to the museum
as well, especially when they find
out it is the only Jewish museum in
the Arab world,” said the curator.
“They are very surprised when
they learn about this precious heritage that has existed for thousands
of years in a Muslim country.”
Saad Guerraoui is a frequent
contributor to The Arab Weekly on
Maghreb issues.
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Brighter prospects for Egypt after gas discovery
Amr Emam

Cairo

A

potentially transforming discovery of a massive natural gas field in
the Mediterranean could
ease an energy deficit
that has hampered the Egyptian
economy.
Italian energy company Eni announced on August 30th that the
so-called Zohr prospect, about 180
kilometres off the coast of Port Said,
could hold “super-giant” reserves
of 850 billion cubic metres of lean
gas.
The company said Zohr could
satisfy Egypt’s energy demands for
decades. Eni Chief Executive Officer Claudio Descalzi, speaking to US
cable outlet CNBC, said the field “is

changing the game for Egypt”.
In Egypt, the discovery was
viewed as a heaven-sent gift to
a country steeped in trouble and
need. Egypt turned from a net producer of gas to a net importer in a
ten-year period. Egypt, which has
natural gas reserves of 2 trillion
cubic metres, produces 127 million
cubic metres of gas every day but
consumes 200 million cubic metres
a day.
“To bridge the gap between production and consumption, we have
to depend on imports,” oil expert
Ramadan Abdel Qadir said. “But
this puts unbearable burdens on the
state budget.”
People are looking to the Zohr
discovery to bridge the gap. They
say this and future gas discoveries
could end an Egyptian energy crisis.
The lack of fuel seems to be an
unbeatable challenge for economic
planners as they strive to market investment opportunities in Egypt. As
it shrugs off years of turmoil following the 2011 uprising, Egypt needs
investments to create jobs for its
large number of unemployed youth.
After digging a waterway to allow
two-way transit in the Suez Canal,
Egypt aspires to turn the banks of
the canal into an international industry and service hub. This is one
of several ambitious economic projects planned by Egyptian President
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi.
However, electricity outages are
so common that Egypt’s factories
are closing and farmers are often
unable to harvest crops because
they lack necessary fuel. Economics
expert Rashad Abdo says some fertiliser companies have shut down
because of a lack of fuel.
“Together with this, other factory
closures induced by the shortage of
fuel are costing the national economy dearly,” Abdo said. “Egypt’s
products are gradually disappearing
from world markets.”
Abdel Qadir said that not far from

Eni CEO Claudio Descalzi, third left, and his delegation meet with Egyptian President Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi, centre, and an Egyptian delegation, in Cairo, on August 29th.
the new gas find, several factories
have closed because of the lack of
fuel. The shortages might become
something of the past when production starts in the Zohr field. Eni
is expected to do that in about three
years, according to the company
and Egypt’s Petroleum Ministry.
Field development is expected
to include approximately 20 wells,
said Khaled Abdel Badie, chairman
of Egypt’s state-run Natural Gas
Holding Company (EGAS). He said
development will initially cost $3.5
billion, an amount that will double
with full field development.
Eni, which has been operating
in Egypt for almost 60 years, announced two other gas finds earlier
in 2015. One of the discoveries — off
the coast of the northern city of Alexandria — was reported to have potential reserves of 425 million cubic
metres of gas.
In June, Eni signed an energy exploration deal with Egypt’s Petrole-

um Ministry worth $2 billion allowing it to explore in Sinai, the Gulf of
Suez, the Mediterranean and areas
in the Nile Delta.

Field development
is expected
to include
approximately
20 wells
In the past two years, Egypt
signed 56 oil exploration deals with
international companies with total
investments of $13 billion.
While Eni’s Zohr discovery might
gain energy investment in Egypt,
the country will not likely turn into
a natural gas exporter in the foreseeable future, experts say.
Former EGAS chairman Mohamed Shoeib says Egypt needs more
than just this discovery in order to
become a natural gas exporter.
“We need at least five or six dis-

coveries this size in order to have
natural gas surpluses to export,”
Shoeib said. “As for the current find,
it will only help us satisfy our local
consumption.”
New natural gas discoveries
might make Egypt less dependent
on imports and also put in question
plans for future imports. In March,
Russia’s Gazprom signed a deal with
EGAS to provide Egypt with 35 shipments of liquefied natural gas by
2020.
Egypt was also reported to have
plans to import natural gas from Israel where two major fields with total potential reserves of 566 billion
cubic metres were discovered.
Egypt is expected to keep the deal
with Gazprom intact but this might
not be the case with gas importation plans from Israel, according to
Shoeib.
“Such plans might be altered if
production starts at the new field
quickly,” Shoeib said.

Egypt sets dates for parliamentary elections
Ibrahim Ouf

Cairo

E

gypt has scheduled elections for October and
November to decide the
make-up of its parliament
in the first such move since
the overthrow of Islamist president
Muhammad Morsi in July 2013.
Egypt’s elections commission said
the voting would be in two stages:
October 18th and 19th in 14 provinces and November 22nd and 23rd
in 13 provinces.
The elections are the third step
on Egypt’s post-Morsi political road
map, which was approved by the
military, political parties and religious institutions after Morsi’s removal from power.
Egypt has been without a parliament since then, but Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi has been

holding its legislative powers. He
will continue to do this until parliament has its first session before the
end of the year.
The elections come at a time when
Egypt’s non-religious parties are
the least prepared, having failed in
the two years since the downfall of
Morsi’s Muslim Brotherhood regime
to strengthen their position on the
streets.
Most of Egypt’s more than 100
secular, leftist and liberal parties exist on paper only and are nowhere to
be found among the general public,
according to Abdel Ghaffar Shukr,
a leftist politician and veteran of
Egyptian politics.
“These parties are very weak
and this will ultimately affect their
chances in the elections,” Shukr
said. “We have been calling on these
parties to merge into two or three
stronger ones but these calls have
fallen on deaf ears.”

Sisi has been of the same view.
The former army head, who became
president in June 2014, does not
have a political party. He has repeatedly called on various party leaders
to create alliances that allow for a
small number of stronger parties.
At stake are 120 parliamentary
seats specified for political parties
and 448 seats allocated for independent candidates. The president
has the right to give 28 seats to figures of his own choice, according
to Egypt’s election law. These seats
usually go to marginalised Christians, women and disabled citizens.
Legislators have the right to withdraw confidence from the president,
influence political decision-making
at the highest level and bring government officials to question in the
light of Egypt’s new constitution,
which was approved by voters in
early 2014.
This is why Sisi is keen to warn

Egyptians wait to submit nomination paperwork for potential candidates for parliament elections at a
courthouse in Cairo on September 1, 2015.

the public against selecting “unfit”
candidates for parliament. He has
said that, in selecting legislators, the
public needs to be cautious and act
as though they are selecting bridegrooms for their daughters.
Parliamentary hopefuls must submit election applications by September 12th. They must also undergo medical tests to prove that they
are physically and mentally fit.
A run-off for the first stage of the
elections was set for October 27th
and 28th. The run-off for the second
stage is scheduled for December 1st
and 2nd.
Egyptians living outside their
country will also be allowed to cast
ballots two days preceding the elections in each phase at home, Justice
Ayman Abbas, the head of the elections commission, said August 30th.
Elections in Egypt are about consensus. This is why soon after Abbas
announced the election dates, secular, leftist and liberal party leaders
began drumming up coalitions. The
plan is for the parties to produce a
joint list of candidates that ensures
their candidates will not run against
each other but be strong enough
to face the competition of Islamist
candidates. Six coalitions were announced within days of the election
announcement.
The post-Morsi political road map
also included a referendum on an
amended version of the Muslim
Brotherhood-drafted constitution of
2013 and presidential elections.
According to Shukr, this weakness
on the part of the secular, leftist and
liberal parties will benefit the Islamists, including ultraorthodox Salafist
parties that backed Morsi’s ouster
but apparently want to pose as a viable substitute to the Muslim Brotherhood.
“I think the Salafists will have
strong presence in the next parlia-

ment,” Shukr said. “Some voters
still believe that a legislator is someone who offers social services, not
someone who makes legislation.”
And services are what the Salafists
are offering, especially in the countryside in the Nile Delta and southern Egypt, learning a lesson from
the Muslim Brotherhood and capitalising on the failure of the government to provide for its people.

Parliamentary
hopefuls must
submit election
applications by
September 12th
The Muslim Brotherhood used to
give the poor free food, health care
and medicine. Muslim Brotherhood
teachers also used to offer free tuition to schoolchildren at the country’s mosques. In times of crises —
when there is a scarcity of butane
gas cylinders, for example — Muslim
Brotherhood members used to provide them at reduced prices.
The Salafists are doing the same
now, offering food to the poor and
medical services. Salafist preachers
also use mosques to rally support for
their parties. Al-Nour, one of several
Salafist parties in Egypt, has started
preparing for the elections by creating lists of candidates.
“We have started giving training
to our candidates in effective communication with the public,” Salah
Abdel Maaboud, a senior member
of al-Nour Party, said. “We have
also prepared a strong election programme.” He added that his party
has hopes to win enough seats in
parliament to have its say in Egyptian political life for years to come.
Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian
journalist based in Cairo.
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Europe’s migration crisis continues
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

E

urope’s migration crisis continues to escalate
ahead of a critical EU
emergency meeting with
breakdowns in the flow of
migrants through southern Europe
as Hungary and Germany continue
to struggle with the influx.
EU justice and interior ministers
are to meet in Brussels on September 14th to deal with the hundreds
of thousands of migrants pouring
into the continent. The meeting
is billed as more than a session to
address a specific crisis. The very
philosophy of the European Union
hangs in the balance as European
countries fail to agree on a common policy and take different tacks
in dealing with the unprecedented
migration challenge.
The interior ministers of Germany, France and Britain issued a joint
statement calling for the emergency meeting, underlining the need
to take “immediate action” to deal
with the migration crisis.
While Germany has shown itself
open to accepting large numbers
of migrants and expects to receive
some 800,000 refugees in 2015,
France and the United Kingdom are
less willing to back an open-door
policy. German Chancellor Angela
Merkel warned that unless other
EU countries change their policies,
Germany could push to cancel the
Schengen agreement, which allows
for unrestricted travel between 26
European countries.

The very philosophy
of the European
Union hangs in the
balance
“If we don’t succeed in fairly distributing refugees then, of course,
the Schengen question will be
on the agenda,” Merkel said at an
August 31st news conference in

Berlin. “We stand before a huge
national challenge. That will be a
central challenge not only for days
or months but for a long period of
time.”
So far this year more than 150,000
migrants — mostly Syrians — have
taken the southern European route
into Europe after landing in Greece.
Migrants usually traverse Greece,
Macedonia and Serbia to reach
Hungary, which is in the Schengen
zone. More than 100,000 others
have taken the more perilous Mediterranean crossing to Italy.

Net migration for
this year, as of
March, hit a record
of 330,000
Greece, Macedonia, Serbia and
particularly Hungary have become
overstressed due to the number of
migrants. Hungarian authorities
closed Budapest’s main train station to refugees and migrants on
August 31st.
The closure was said to be the
result of pressure from other EU
countries trying to cope with arrivals from Hungary.
Migrants camped outside Budapest’s Keleti station chanted, “Germany! Germany!” as a majority of
those sought to board trains heading to Germany or Austria.
In addition to the hundreds of
thousands of migrants crossing the
Mediterranean, Europe is also facing a massive influx of immigrants
from Balkan states.
France, Britain and Germany are
backing calls for centres to be set
up in Italy and Greece to register
arrivals and for a common EU list
of “safe countries of origin” to be
established. This would allow asylum applications from Syrians, Iraqis and others to be fast-tracked,
while rejecting those from Balkan
or inter-EU states.
France and the United Kingdom
agreed to beef up security at the
Calais port in mid-August, while

A girl among migrants outside the main railway station in Munich, Germany, September 1, 2015.
the EU said it would allocate funds
to transform the existing tented encampment in Calais — commonly
described as a “jungle” in the media — into a “humanitarian” camp
for asylum seekers.
The United Kingdom recorded its
highest net migration in 2014. Net
migration for this year, as of March,
hit a record of 330,000. The news
split public opinion and political
parties, particularly as UK Prime
Minister David Cameron took office
promising to significantly reduce
migration into the country.
UK Home Secretary Theresa May
described the European migration

system as “broken” in an op-ed
published August 30th in the Sunday Times. She said the European
Union was gradually realising that
Schengen was only serving to exacerbate the crisis, adding that European leaders need to consider “the
consequences of uncontrolled migration”.
May came under criticism from
rivals for equating migrants with
asylum seekers. Yvette Cooper,
Labour Party leadership contender
and shadow home secretary, called
on the government to do more to
help genuine asylum seekers, particularly those fleeing violence in

Syria.
“We have long called on her to
do more to help Syrian refugees
but the government won’t because
they are included in the net migration target. Increasing the rhetoric
doesn’t help anyone. What we need
is sensible and practical policies instead,” Cooper said.
Speaking September 1st at the
Centre for European Reform, Cooper accused leaders of “political
cowardice” and called on Britain to
accept 10,000 refugees.
Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.

Europe’s tribalism underlies refugee problem

View poi nt

Mark Habeeb

T

here is a clear pattern
emerging: Every
week, even every few
days, another tragedy
occurs involving
refugees fleeing
war-torn Middle Eastern and
North African nations for Europe
in search of life. Not a “good life”,
necessarily, just life itself.
Survival.
Following each tragedy, Europeans wring their hands, convene
high-level EU meetings and vow
this time to resolve the ongoing crisis. They then do nothing,
another tragedy occurs and the
macabre pattern repeats itself. It
would be comic if it weren’t tragic.
One wonders what level of
tragedy it will take, what horrific
images television viewers will
need to see, before the pattern is
broken. The UN High Commissioner for Refugees has confirmed
that more than 300,000 refugees
have attempted to reach Europe in
2015 and that 2,500 of them have
either died or gone missing in the
process.
But neither these shocking
numbers — nor the grotesque
images of rotting corpses being
removed from a truck in Austria

Refugees will keep coming
and will keep dying. And
the world, most likely,
will keep wringing its
collective hands

— have been sufficient to generate
determined action by the European Union.
Prior to the global economic
collapse in 2009, Europe was
chugging along and economists
talked of the euro one day challenging the dollar for supremacy.
What a difference six years makes:
The European Union nearly tore
itself apart debating how (and
whether) to save one of its members, Greece. A bitter divide grew
between northern Europeans, who
regarded their southern fellow unionists as lazy Mediterraneans and
southerners, who regarded the
northern portions of their union
— and especially the part where
German is spoken — as arrogant
and domineering. And one of the
European Union’s pillar nations,
the United Kingdom, is contemplating a divorce.
Is there any surprise that the
so-called union cannot figure out
a unified policy and quota system
for sheltering asylum-seekers?
One of the many ironies in this
situation is that most European
countries — including mighty
Germany — are fast on the road
to becoming glorified retirement
communities with shrinking
populations. One would think that
these nations would be eager to
welcome refugees, most of whom
are far younger than the average
European and many of whom
— especially those fleeing Syria —
are blessed with education and
substantial job skills.
The underlying and unspoken
problem, of course, is tribal: It
seems as if most European nations would rather endure gradual

decline as long as they remain
tribally “pure”.
This is far from being just a
European syndrome. In the United
States, a country built by refugees and immigrants, the leading
Republican candidate for president — billionaire casino-magnate
and television personality Donald
Trump — is running on essentially
one issue: The pledge to build
a barrier as thick and tall as the
Berlin Wall along the US-Mexican
border and to “round up” the 11
million immigrants who entered
the United States over the past
decades without legal authority.
And Israel, a nation whose
leader travelled to France in 2014
to encourage French Jews to move
to Israel, is wrestling with how
best to rid itself of the thousands
of non-Jewish African refugees
who have sought shelter there
from wars in Sudan and Uganda.
The fact is, whether we are
talking about Syrians and Libyans
trying to enter Europe or Central
Americans trying to enter the United States, most refugees would
prefer to remain in their homes,
their communities, their cultures.
People seeking refuge are not
doing so in order to “invade” or
“conquer” other countries; they
are doing so because the option
of staying at home has become
unbearable. They are doing so
because they love their families
and want their children to have
a future. The fact that they are
willing to undertake such high-risk
journeys is indicative of the horrors they face at home.
But while Europeans are running in circles, and Americans

It seems
as if most
European
nations
would rather
endure
gradual
decline
as long as
they remain
tribally
“pure”

talk of building walls, the root
causes of the refugee crisis remain
curiously unaddressed. After the
Soviet Union bid adieu in 1991, the
West proceeded to channel tens
of billions of dollars into Central
and Eastern Europe in the form of
direct aid, investment, educational
exchanges and security support.
Many of those former communist nations now enjoy the same
standard of living as elsewhere in
Europe and the western part of
Europe no longer expresses fears
of being inundated with “Polish
plumbers” and other migrants. It
helped immensely that the people
in Soviet-controlled Europe were
white and, at least culturally,
Christian.
It’s not all economics, of course.
The former Soviet satellites never
descended into the kind of civil
war and terrorism that inflicts
much of the Middle East and
North Africa. Who in their right
mind would invest in Syria or
Yemen today? The priority must
be to bring an end to the violence
and establish some type of stable
political order. But where that has
been done — Tunisia is the shining
example, despite the Bardo and
Sousse attacks — the economic
support and investment have been
slow to follow.
In the meantime, refugees will
keep coming and will keep dying.
And the world, most likely, will
keep wringing its collective hands.
Mark Habeeb is the East-West
section editor of The Arab Weekly
and adjunct professor of Global
Politics and Security at Georgetown
University in Washington.
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Editorial
Dead toddler on Turkish beach
points to failed migration policies

E

urope continues to grapple with the unprecedented flow of
Middle East migrants across its borders. It is likely to
continue doing so for some time.

The unfolding drama of families from war-ridden countries, such as Syria and Iraq, sleeping in the streets or rushing
to train stations is grabbing the world’s attention. The tragic
scenes are shaming some European communities into a more hospitable
attitude. The shocking picture of the 3-year-old Syrian boy, Aylan al-Kurdi,
face down on a Turkish beach is making people in Europe and the rest of
the world to take a second look at the issue.
Many governments of the old continent continue to squabble over
quotas and outdated policies while trying to implement quick fixes. Some,
such as the Netherlands, believe the solution is in tougher laws: The
Hague is considering regulations that would withhold food and shelter
from people whose refugee status applications are turned down.
Other countries are setting up barbed-wire fences and building walls
along their borders. Hungary, for instance, has completed a 4-metre-high
razor-wire fence. Bulgaria has announced its intention to build a 160-kilometre fence along its border with Turkey by the end of the year. Fences
will rise in Ukraine and Estonia by 2018.
Such measures cruelly ignore that a good number of migrants from the
Middle East are running for their lives. Wars in Syria and Iraq are not leaving people with real choices in their quest for survival. Besides, European
migration officials know very well there is no place they could send most
of those migrants.
Ideally, some countries in Europe, the United States and other well-todo nations could offer more visas to migrants and establish safe passage
corridors for them. In some demographically ageing European nations,
governments will be tempted to absorb some of the young, qualified
migrants. But politicians overall are more likely to heed the warnings of
pollsters and elections strategists that lenient policies considering immigration would lead to ballot-box blowback.
If barbed-wire policies in Europe have failed, so have the expedient policies of housing refugees in camps in Jordan and Lebanon. Refugee camps
housing thousands have quickly become a liability for the host countries
and the refugees’ lives a humanitarian tragedy. Because they are not
absorbed into the economic dynamics of host countries, many refugees are
tempted to cross borders again towards more hospitable environments.
Jordanian Planning Minister Imad Fakhoury warned in June that providing sufficient support for Jordan to handle refugees would be cheaper than
dealing with chaos later. His prophecy has tragically materialised.
Much more assistance should be allocated to Jordan and Lebanon,
which have been for years bearing most of the burden of the 4 million
refugees displaced from Syria. The two cash-strapped and employmentchallenged countries have been left with the impression they are on their
own. Neither can afford to spend the billions of dollars required to host
and economically accommodate the huge number of Syrian refugees.
Supporting host countries in the region, a policy that has the backing
of the World Bank, would make more sense than waiting for desperate
migrants to rush across the sea at the risk of their lives.
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Will Salman’s visit
fix relations with
Washington?

S

ometimes it is the
absence of something
that makes one notice
there might be an
irregularity — not unlike
the chief engineer on a
vessel who is woken by the absence
Claude Salhani
of noise when the ship’s engines
fail.
Similarly, it was the absence of
King Salman bin Abdul-Aziz Al
Saud of Saudi Arabia from the
summit that US President Barack
Obama had in May with Arab
leaders at Camp David that gave a
clear indication that something
was seriously amiss between Saudi
Arabia and the United States,
which had been close allies since
the end of World War II. Salman is
now to meet Obama in Washington.
Relations between Saudi Arabia
and the United States have, by and
large, withstood the test of time,
even if there were tense moments
when it appeared the relationship
was about to crumble.
On his way back from the historic
meeting in Yalta with Soviet leader
Joseph Stalin and British prime
minister Winston Churchill in 1945,
US president Franklin D. Roosevelt
boarded the US Navy cruiser USS
Quincy and sailed to the Great
Bitter Lake in the Suez Canal where
he met with Abdul-Aziz bin Saud,
the Saudi monarch.
The agreement reached between
Saudi Arabia and the United States
was entirely a marriage of convenience; there never was any real
affection flowing either way.
Indeed there could not have been
two more different cultures.
It was day meeting night or vice
versa, if you prefer. But it was
business. And it was a business
deal from which both sides came
away content, feeling they had
something to gain. The Americans
were guaranteed cheap oil
return for safeguarding
Washington lacked a in
that very oil. For the
policy on what to do Saudis it was a convenient
way of buying protection
with Syria
in a part of the world
where it was much needed.
In time the Saudis
became dependent on the
United States for their
security.
Then came 9/11 when 15 of the 19
terrorists who brought the planes
down on the twin towers, the
Pentagon and Pennsylvania turned

out to be Saudi nationals. But with
time relations were patched up.
Saudi Arabia still needed protection and the United States still
needed cheap oil.
But then came the Syrian civil
war and things really started going
bad between Riyadh and Washington. The Saudis favoured regime
change in Damascus.
They, much like most Gulf
countries, wanted to see Syrian
President Bashar Assad removed.
The Obama administration
preferred inaction. Washington
lacked a policy on what to do with
Syria.
The little action it took, such as
planning to provide training for
some opposition groups, was
inadequate and far too little in the
face of the mounting opposition
from Islamist groups that were
growing in size, power and
resources.

Whether the US
government will
have answers the
Saudis want to
hear remains to be
seen
The Saudi leadership became
more frustrated with Washington’s
lethargic response to the killing of
Sunnis in Syria. The Saudis started
turning towards Moscow for
weapons and munitions. Until now
they had traditionally purchased
almost their entire arsenal from the
United States and Western Europe.
But the Middle East began to
change as never before. The
violence emerging is on a scale
rarely seen in modern history.
Everything was put into question,
including borders established after
World War I.
Still looking for a response from
Washington, the visit of the Saudi
king could be a good sign whether
the Obama administration has
answers to the questions that no
doubt will be asked.
Whether the US government will
have answers the Saudis want to
hear remains to be seen.
Claude Salhani is the Opinion
section editor of The Arab
Weekly. Follow him on Twitter @
Claudesalhani.
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Culture: The last barricade

W

hen we look at
the world today,
filled with
violent death
and destruction,
radical movements and terrorism, we cannot
avoid the question of “Why?”
Hatem Atallah
Many reasons and causes are
offered for the deteriorating
situation and all of them are valid
in their particular context:
poverty, lack of education,
despair, unbalanced identity and
diverse frustrations. To all of these
causes, only one response has
been presented and its implementation actively pursued: security
measures.
Even though they are required,
they have yet to achieve comprehensive results.
Let us stop for a moment and
reflect on the real objective these
radical groups are aiming at in all
the countries they have targeted.
It is clear that what they really
want is to impose a different mode
of thinking based on a destitute
way of life, violent behaviour and
absolute power. The objective is to
reduce growth and creativity,
inhibit the capacity of young
people to see beyond the
narrow prism of dogmatism and freeze their
We are in a battle of
ambitions.
wills, a battle of
In a word the real target
is “culture” and the
self-confidence and cultural expressions
synonymous with
values
creativity, freedom of
spirit and limitless
imagination. That is why
the security-based policy
approach to radical groups has
utterly failed. It has failed because
it has omitted a central component
of the required policy: its cultural

dimension. Culture is the reflection of our identity shaped
through centuries of history and
social organisation. It reveals our
beliefs, aspirations and multifaceted identity. When you strip a
society of its heritage and its social
image, you destroy its soul and
being.
The destruction of the historic
sites in Afghanistan, Iraq and Syria
clearly indicate the intended
objective. Tunisia was also
targeted for its symbols, the first
of culture, the Bardo National
Museum and the second of
tolerance and openness, the
tourism industry.
In the aftermath of the September 11, 2001, attacks on the United
States, I had a conversation with a
prominent US senator. To his
question as to what could be the
best response to this tragedy, I said
“cultural exchanges.”
The more one’s cultural identity
is presented and acknowledged for
its values, symbols and the
differences it carries, the more a
person would feel open to accepting another’s cultural identity.
No matter how many terrorist
attacks occur, our humanity will
never allow us to accept them or
even get used to them. They do
reinforce our determination to
seek more tolerant and accepting
societies and to enhance our
cultural richness as expressed
through our diversity.
We must understand, however,
that if we consider diversity as a
wealth and a vector for cultural
fulfilment, we need also to be
aware that others view it as a
threat: a threat to their security,
well-being and national identity.
In the Mediterranean region, we
face one of the most challenging

and decisive moments in our
recent history. In the southern
Mediterranean, a new generation
of young people are important
actors of social change amid the
rise of radical movements. At the
same time, in the north, the
turbulence of social and economic
crises has led to xenophobic
attitudes, religious intolerance
and social rejection of foreigners.

When you strip
a society of its
heritage and its
social image, you
destroy its soul and
being
The challenges posed by
migration, managing internal
agendas in Europe, the trivialisation of perceptions, the construction of stereotypes and the
manipulation of religious and
cultural issues increase the risk of
intolerance and radicalisation and
warn us of the reality we have to
deal with to contain this sentiment
that views diversity as a threat.
The ideology of obscurantism —
to which many youth, particularly
in the Arab world are exposed
today — is still carrying the day not
for what it embodies but because
there is no counter-ideology to
challenge it and present a positive
alternative and a fulfilling pathway more in tune with the values
of tolerance and mutual acceptance.
The European Union has
understood that inter-cultural
dialogue is the best tool in our
hands today to push for the
needed understanding.

Several other organisations,
such as UNESCO, the Council of
Europe and the Anna Lindh
Foundation, have stepped forward
and are engaged in this endeavour.
Intercultural dialogue is a vast
domain as rich as it is complex.
Culture is universal but not
monolithic. It reflects the multitudes of our being in adversity as
promising and fulfilling as it is
challenging. The late Senegal
president Leopold Senghor
encapsulated this when he said.
“By living the particular to the full,
we reach the dawn of the universal. A common civilisation
naturally looks to the universal,
and hence equality, while dialogue
thrives on diversity, and hence a
taste for difference.”
We are in a battle of wills, a
battle of self-confidence and
values waged in the field of
tolerance, openness and culture
and we need to understand the
centrality of intercultural dialogue
in this endeavour.
Values such as equality, diversity and participation enable
dialogue to evolve from being a
mere instrument of communication into a tool of interaction and
exchange. The ownership of the
values inherent to citizenship
strengthens the prevailing need to
build an active culture of dialogue
shared particularly by youth.
Strengthening those instruments to foster understanding,
support intercultural skills and
create opportunities for dialogue
must be a priority.
Ambassador Hatem Atallah
is the executive director of the
Anna Lindh Foundation for
Inter-cultural Dialogue in the
Euro-Med region.

A wake-up call for Europe

E

urope’s slack security
allowed the Paris
train shooting to
happen but the news
media will indulge
themselves with the
Moroccan connection.
Martin Jay
Authorities have arrested a
man who was overpowered by
passengers on a packed Amsterdam-Paris train. Reports say the
suspect had visited Syria and was
known to intelligence services.
He could therefore be tagged a
“terrorist”.
But the heroic event, which led
three Americans to wrestle
Moroccan national Ayoub
el-Khazzani, 25, to the floor when
he fired an assault rifle, leads to
two thoughts: First, that the
media will expand on the cliché
that Morocco and the rest of
North Africa are breeding pools
for terrorists and, second, that
heroism itself is not dead.
But what has Europe learnt?
The shooting, which underlined difficulties facing intelligence services trying to track an
unprecedented number of
potential terrorists, is expected
to lead to tighter security for
international train services in
Europe, as many will ask how an
individual in Europe boards a
train with an assault rifle.
Other questions EU security
outlets might ponder
include the availability of
EU security outlets
weapons in the first
might ponder the
place. In the Paris
shootings earlier in 2015,
availability of
guns that killed and
weapons in the first maimed many in two
incidents were traced to a
place
Belgian arms dealer. But
intelligence agencies
know that the Belgian
route is not typical.
The heart to both the gun
problem and “terrorists” from
North Africa can be found with

Wake-up call. A passenger sleeps in a Thalys high-speed train at
Brussels railway station.
Europe’s slack security. It’s easy
to think of Morocco as a country
that harbours terrorism. However, this country is doing its best
to fight jihadists.
It has been a victim itself of
hard-core Islamic groups. Few
there can forget the Casablanca
bombings of May 2003, which
killed 45.
Morocco has worked hand-inhand with Europe’s intelligence
services since then and, because
of this, a number of arrests in the
2004 Madrid bombing were
made.
The core problem, however, is
not Morocco, a liberal Islamic
country which, because of its
identity, makes it the nemesis of
Islamist terrorists.
The heart of the matter lies in
Europe’s security services and
how EU governments have failed

The attempted
attack on the train
should be a
wake-up call for EU
leaders on many
levels
to efficiently deal with their
home-grown jihadist problem.
How could they not stop someone who is considered a high
security risk after travelling to
Syria getting weapons and
planning a terrorist operation?
It’s also about how the European Union is reluctant to lean on
Spain’s government for allowing
arms, as well as fugitives to enter
the union via high-speed boats at
night across the straits of
Gibraltar.

On a daily basis, illegal immigrants, arms and drugs are
habitually whisked across the
short stretch of sea from Morocco
to Spain, where they are never
detected by Spanish police —
because those who arranged the
shipments also handled the local
police. Corruption in Spain is
what is fuelling both trades — one
in illegal arms that originate in
Algeria and the other in illegal
immigrants.
The arrest of Khazzani might
also make France and Spain take
a look at their policies towards
returning jihadists.
In many cases, terrorists who
hail from North Africa often enter
Europe via this soft underbelly
that the European Union refuses
to do anything about, because it
might compromise its leverage
on Spain in other areas.
In this particular case, slack
border control combined with
sloppy intelligence sharing led to
this young man not only purchasing an assault rifle and a pistol
but almost carrying out a terror
attack.
About 850 French and 300
Belgians have left to fight in Syria
and Iraq and hundreds have
returned to Europe, say intelligence officials, overwhelming
their ability to monitor them all.
Europe’s media need to draw
breath and abstain from pumping
out the old clichés about Morocco
and talk instead about EU
borders.
The attempted attack on the
train should be a wake-up call for
EU leaders on many levels. They
might note that it was American
heroism though — and not
European — that prevented a
blood bath on a French train.
Martin Jay is a senior writer at
Newsweek Middle East. Follow
him on Twitter: @MartinRJay.
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The battle for Damascus swells

The scene after air strikes by forces loyal to Syria’s President Bashar Assad in the Douma neighbourhood of Damascus, on August 24th.

Ed Blanche

Beirut

D

amascus, one of the oldest inhabited cities in
the world, is the centre
of a swelling battle that
could determine the future of Syria amid indications that
Iran and Russia, the key allies of
the beleaguered regime of President Bashar Assad, are seeking a
diplomatic solution to the gridlocked Syrian civil war.
Control of the ancient city and
its environs is essential for Assad,
whose forces have suffered a series of military setbacks in recent
months and are grappling with a
severe manpower shortage, long
the regime’s Achilles heel.
IHS Jane’s Intelligence Review
reports that Assad fully controls
only 17% of Syria — 29,797 square
kilometres — after losing roughly

one-sixth of the country between
January 1st and August 10th.
The loss of all the major towns
in the north-western province of
Idlib, a strategic sector, in recent
months to a rebel alliance known
as the Army of Conquest, which includes Islamist groups, has intensified pressure on Latakia province,
heartland of Assad’s minority Alawite sect and where the regime’s
only functioning major port is located.
The regime is battling to secure
control of the entire Damascus
region before any diplomatic effort progresses by seizing a string
of troublesome rebel strongholds
around the city’s periphery.
Assad has a firm grip on central
Damascus where he has strong
forces, including elite army units
supported by artillery and air power as well as paramilitary units.
But on August 31st, Islamic State
(ISIS) forces were reported to have
pushed into the regime-held south

Damascus district of Qadam.
“This is the closest ISIS has ever
been to the heart of Damascus,”
said Rami Abdurrahman, head of
the Britain-based Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, which
monitors the conflict in which
about 240,000 people have died.

The regime is
battling to secure
control of the entire
Damascus region
before any
diplomatic effort
progresses
The observatory said al-Qaeda’s
Syrian wing, al-Nusra Front, and
other rebels were advancing on
the last military airfield in Idlib still
held by the regime after a series of
suicide bombings by Islamists riding motorcycles.
But the main focus is on Da-

mascus. “The Assad government’s
strategy in Damascus is to create
incredible pressure on rebel areas
through siege warfare, including
highly destructive artillery bombardments and air raids, followed
by the offer of release from suffering through the cessation of hostilities and the potential incorporation of surrendering rebel fighters
into loyalist security forces and militias,” observed analyst Nicholas
Heras of the Jamestown Foundation, a Washington think-tank.
One of the most important battlefronts, and one which already
figures prominently in the current
diplomatic effort, is in the northeastern suburbs of Douma and Harasta, which are part of the Ghouta
district. Fighting there has been
relentless for many months, with
the regime mounting repeated air
strikes that have caused heavy civilian casualties.
Assad’s Soviet-era warplanes
blasted Douma on August 16th-

Russia steps up military aid for Assad

A

s the Syrian regime girds
for what may be a new
and possibly decisive
stand against the jumble
of rebel groups seeking
to bring it down, President Bashar
Assad’s stalwart ally Russia appears
to be stepping up its supply of arms
and ammunition for government
forces by sea and air.
US and other sources report that
Moscow has boosted military intelligence, including satellite imagery,
that it provides Damascus, which
should give Assad’s regime a significant advantage in countering
rebel build-ups.

Russia appears to
be stepping up its
supply of arms and
ammunition for
government forces
“The increase in Russian aid is
a clear reminder that the Russians
are not abandoning the Syrian government,” the US global security
consultancy Stratfor observed on
August 29th.
“Rather, even as Moscow attempts to mediate a negotiated
solution to the Syrian crisis that
will safeguard its interests in the
region, it will continue to exert
considerable effort to make sure
the Syrian government can hold its

own on the battlefield.”
There has been an increase in
military supply flights from Russia.
Stratfor said these have been largely into Latakia and Tartus, where
the Russian Navy maintains a small
base. This region of north-west
Syria is the heartland of Assad’s
minority Alawite sect and vital to
the regime, but it is currently under
pressure from rebel forces.
On August 20th, the Russian
Navy’s Alligator-class amphibious warship Nikolay Filchenkov
was seen transiting the Bosporus
towards the Mediterranean carrying armoured personnel carriers
(APCs) and a large number of military vehicles. Western intelligence
reports have pointed to a recent
build-up of Russian BTR-82A APCs,
which have been spotted in rebel
videos, in the Latakia region. Other
Russian equipment recently seen
in Syria include GAZ Tigr all-terrain
vehicles and UR-77 mine-clearing
vehicles not previously seen on
Syrian battlefields.
But, more intriguingly, there
have been several reports in recent
days that Russia is deploying an expeditionary force of bombers and
attack helicopters flown by Russians at a Syrian Air Force base outside Damascus.
The pro-regime Syrian newspaper Al Watan reported on August 26th that Russia also seeks to

Russia’s next move?
build a military base in the Latakia region. On September 1st, the
Russian news website RT quoted
a “military source” in Moscow as
denying reports Russian forces had
been deployed in Syria.
Stratfor maintained that Russia
is “steadily increasing its support
for Damascus” but stressed it “has
yet to see concrete evidence of expanded Russian participation in
the Syrian conflict…
“When it comes to providing

decisive support to Syria, Russia
is torn. Moscow is trying to position itself as a credible power that
can negotiate a political solution to
the Syrian conflict, yet the Kremlin
is also keen to bolster the forces of
… Assad. If it hopes to reach a favourable settlement, Russia must
ensure that loyalist forces do not
suffer devastating losses.”
Moscow has shipped arms worth
an estimated $1 billion to Syria since
the war erupted in March 2011.

17th, killing more than 100 people
in a crowded vegetable market. The
regime said the raids were in retaliation for a rebel bombardment.
As fighting around Damascus
intensifies, the regime can be expected to mount further deadly
raids on this sector, long a thorn
in its side. The sector is dominated
by the most powerful rebel group
in the Damascus area, the Army of
Islam.
The loyalist offensive against
this group and its allies “is critical
for the future of the capital and of
Syria itself”, Heras observed. The
outcome “could have significant
implications on the politics of a
post-Assad Syria”, he said.
The Army of Islam, led by veteran commander Zahran Alloush,
can mobilise 30,000-50,000 fighters backed by tanks and artillery
captured from Assad’s army. Alloush also heads the Ghouta Unified Military Command, a rebel alliance, which makes him the most
powerful opposition leader in the
Damascus theatre of operations.
His force’s capabilities and his
implacable opposition to the Islamic State (ISIS) and al-Nusra
Front have singled him out for approaches by outside powers such
as Saudi Arabia and Turkey that
could make him a major player in
any negotiated settlement.
There is widespread expectation
that this could involve the breakup of an Arab state that was for
centuries the heart of the Muslim
caliphate, leaving the embattled
regime with a rump state encompassing Damascus, the north-western region that is the heartland of
Assad’s minority Alawite sect, and
a land corridor to neighbouring
Lebanon.
Regional powers “have been
busy claiming spheres of influence
in the country in the name of security and humanitarian assistance”,
observed US analyst Andrew Tabler in the journal Foreign Affairs.
“Bit by bit, Syria’s neighbours are
redrawing the country’s map, the
balance of power in the Middle East
and US foreign policy,” he wrote.
But it is Iran, Syria’s long-time
Shia ally engaged in an ambitious
expansion of its influence across
the Middle East, that has established itself most strongly in Syria.
If it does not get what it wants in
any diplomatic initiative, namely
access to the Mediterranean to
threaten Israel, then the slaughter
will go on.
Ed Blanche is the Analysis section
editor of The Arab Weekly. He has
covered Middle Eastern affairs
since 1967 and lives in Beirut.
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Islamic State closes in on Damascus
Stephen Starr

Istanbul

F

or more than 18 months
Islamic State (ISIS) militants have been angling
for an entry point to central Damascus from the
southern suburbs. Often they have
occupied streets and districts —
the Yarmouk Palestinian camp
and al-Hajar al-Aswad, for example — that unlike districts held by
less extreme rebel groups have
been spared Syrian government air
strikes and shelling.
On several occasions, residents
of ISIS-controlled districts have
said ISIS did not sweep into the
area as a result of any battle or government withdrawal but that it had
been there from the start, meaning
local men formerly aligned with
the Free Syrian Army became radicalised and simply switched sides.

The collapse of
Assad’s Syria
continues, village by
village, town by
town
Now ISIS has entered a section
of Qadam, a district south of Damascus formerly controlled by a
different rebel group, placing ISIS
in an area of critical strategic importance.
Before the revolt, Qadam stood
out from the colourless city suburbs by being home to the Syrian
capital’s single functioning train
station on a line running between
Aleppo and Jordan. It was also a

bustling transit point from where
travellers from southern Syria disembarked.
For the most part, however, the
recent history of Qadam mirrors so
many other disaffected, forgotten
suburbs in President Bashar Assad’s
Syria. With few residents working
in formal employment and many
migrants displaced by the crippling
drought in eastern Syria moving to
Qadam, it quickly became an area
of opposition to the regime. It was
pummelled by government forces
after rising up against the regime in
early 2011. Today it stands among
a ring of decimated Damascus districts.
The recent incursion is not, as
some reports have indicated, the
closest ISIS has come to reaching
central Damascus proper but it is
important for other reasons.
First, Qadam straddles the highway linking the capital to the entire southern region, where a mix
of rebel groups have steadily been
taking territory from Assad checkpoints and military installations.
Only two kilometres to the north
is the Damascus southern ring
road, the only highway that passes
through the city proper and a vital
conduit for the movement of regime forces and supplies from military bases west of Damascus to battlefields in northern Syria. In the
area directly north of Qadam, the
highway is raised several metres
above ground meaning replacing
a section, were it to be destroyed,
would be a major and lengthy undertaking.
Second, should ISIS actually decide to take on Assad’s forces, the
sprawling Mezzeh airbase lies a
half dozen kilometres to the west.

An Islamic State (ISIS) flag in Yarmouk Street, the main street of Yarmouk camp, near Damascus.
Assad’s forces at the airbase have
been laying siege to nearby Deraa for several years but were ISIS
to attack the base from the east,
it would not be unimaginable to
envisage the airbase, one of the
capital’s most important lines of
defence, folding.
However, given that Qadam has
been in the hands of rebel groups
for two-and-a-half years lessens
the significance of the ISIS incursion.
A Syrian military figure told

Agence France-Presse he was “very
happy” that ISIS and the Ajnad alSham Islamic Union, an association
of rebel groups in control of much
of the district, are now fighting
among themselves.
Though ISIS’s latest push into
Damascus certainly merits close
observation, there is arguably a
more important series of events
taking place in the Hama plains.
There, a group of Alawite sheikhs
have decided to refuse regime
forces access to several villages be-

cause during recent clashes, government troops fled, leaving locals
to fend for themselves.
So while ISIS continues to capture the world’s attention, in the
background the collapse of Assad’s
Syria continues, village by village,
town by town.
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).

Syrians have no choice but to resist

View poi nt

Khairallah
Khairallah

T

he only recourse for
the Syrian people are
the Syrian people.
Everything else is a
waste of time and
effort by people who
fail to realise that the Syrian
people’s revolution cannot and
will not stop until the fall of
Bashar Assad and everything he
represents.
This revolution will not stop
for one simple reason: The Syrian
people have broken through the
fear barrier. This barrier had been
imposed by the former regime of
Hafez Assad but the Syrian people
have broken through this. There is
no going back, whatever the cost
or however high the death toll
mounts.
The Syrian revolution has exposed the true faces of a number
of different parties.
It has exposed Iran’s true intentions and ripped away Turkey’s
false mask. But, first and foremost, it is the weak policy of
Barack Obama’s administration
that has been exposed and its impossible attempts to appease both
Iran and Israel at the same time.
Washington believes that Iran and
Israel are the keys to the region,
while they think Ankara also has a
role to play.
As for Russia, it has become
clearer that Moscow remains stuck
in the Soviet era. The Russian
leadership seems to believe that
the Cold War is still ongoing and
that Syria is just another one of its
Middle Eastern pawns.

Iran is doing everything in
its power to ensure Syria
remains within its sphere
of influence

As for all the media talk about
the importance of the port of Tartus, that is precisely what that is:
talk. Such claims reflect an outdated understanding of the strategic
situation. Russia knows nothing
about Syria, it is only concerned
about Syria’s natural gas and the
oil pipelines that pass through Syrian territory from the Gulf.
Most of all, Russia does not
seem to understand that the Assad regime has completely lost
any sense of legitimacy and is
completely rejected by the Syrian
people. Russia remains in thrall to
the spectre of the Soviet Union,
so there is nothing strange about
Moscow remaining committed to
Assad, even if he is committed to
burning the country to the ground.
Turning to Iran, Syria is still the

biggest prize, even after Tehran
has expanded its control in Lebanon and Iraq through subordinate
militias such as Hezbollah.
To understand just how important Syria is to Iran, we must
understand that Tehran is gambling the future of Hezbollah on
its success there. That is why we
see Iran doing everything in its
power to ensure Syria remains
within its sphere of influence and
particularly depending on sectarian militias and, if worst comes
to worst, the establishment of an
Alawite statelet near the coast that
reaches to Lebanon.
Turkey’s true face has also been
uncovered, even while we thank it
for its acceptance and care for Syria’s fleeing refugees. It has become
clear that Turkish President Recep

The US
still, after
all this
time, has
no clear
policy
towards
Syria

Tayyip Erdogan has no viable
policy to implement his regional
ambitions, which are hostage to a
narrow Islamist ideology or indeed
even the capabilities to fulfil any
such policy. Erdogan still believes
that the Muslim Brotherhood
are the solution to the region’s
problems.
Turkish politicians made a number of over-the-top statements
immediately after the start of the
Syrian revolution.
But such talk is nothing more
than empty words without the
ability to enforce safe zones where
Syrians can flee to and the opposition leadership can rule.
Turkey was unable to play a
positive role in uniting the ranks
of the Syrian opposition, which is
split between pro-Kurdish figures
and supporters of the Muslim
Brotherhood ideology.
But to return to the Obama
administration, there was no
going back after the US president
drew a red line regarding the use
of chemical weapons and then did
nothing when the Assad regime
crossed it.
The US administration still, after
all this time, has no clear policy
towards Syria and is hoping that
time will solve the Syrian crisis.
But with the rise of the Islamic
State (ISIS) and regime’s barrel
bombs still raining down on the
heads of the Syrian people, time is
running out while the Americans
stand idly by, spectators to the
Syrian tragedy.
The Syrian people have no
other choice but to endure. They
are paying a high price but have
demonstrated an ability above
normal to hold out and continue
their resistance.
Khairallah Khairallah is a
Lebanese writer. His commentary
was translated and adapted
from the Arabic. It was initially
published by the London-based
Al-Arab.
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Yemeni war wounded seek care in Jordan
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

M

ohammed
Ahmed
Nasser lost his lower
jaw when a sniper
shot him in the cheek
as he left his Aden
home, rendering him unable to
speak. He must be fed through a
plastic tube.
Nasser, 24, is one of several dozen wounded Yemeni civilians who
were flown to Jordan on July 15th
for treatment. The Yemeni embassy
is picking up the cost, according to
hospital officials.
Yemen is torn apart by fighting
between forces loyal to President
Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi and the
Houthi rebels, a group of adherents
to the Shia Muslim sect, which is
rival to Yemen’s Sunni-dominated
government. The Houthis forced
Hadi and his cabinet out of Sana’a
in January.

Jordan has agreed to
a Yemeni request to
treat its wounded
Jordan has agreed to a Yemeni
request to treat its wounded, according to a health ministry official, who declined to be identified.
Nasser and 101 other Yemenis are
convalescing at private Jordanian
hospitals.
“This is a humanitarian gesture,”
the official said. “After all, this is
part and parcel of Jordan’s role in
the region, which is peacekeeping
and humanitarian assistance to
war-stricken regions.”
At the Islamic Hospital in Amman, 40 wounded, including

Nasser, were being treated in several rooms down a long, white hallway.
The youngest among the wounded is Mohammed Khalil, 17, who
was injured in the face by shrapnel.
He has undergone mouth, chin and
neck surgeries since arriving in Amman.
Recalling his July 10th injury,
Khalil said a nearby explosion
wounded him. ”I fell to the ground,
screaming with blood all over my
face and body,” he said.
He said his brother got him to a
local hospital. He was off to Amman
five days later.
“I’m a student focusing on my
studies and I have nothing to do
with politics. Why there’s violence
in my country is beyond me,” he
added.
According to the Paris-based
Doctors without Borders, 10,000
civilians were treated in Jordan for
war wounds since March, including
more than 5,000 who underwent
surgery.
Islamic Hospital spokesman
Nasser Tarawneh said it made special arrangements, which included
booking a unit of several rooms and
adding extra staff shifts, to accommodate the Yemenis.
“They suffered serious injuries
to the bones, body burns, shrapnel and even mine explosions,”
Tarawneh said.
Asked if he was concerned about
a recurrence of financial issues that
arose in 2012 when Libya slackened
on settling $230 million owed to
Jordanian hospitals for treating
57,900 Libyans. “All’s well, so far,”
Tarawneh replied. He declined to
say if the Yemenis paid a deposit.
The Libyans paid most of their

Yemeni civilian Abdullah, who was wounded in the war in his country, is accompanied by a Yemeni
volunteer in Jordan.
bill following protracted and painstaking diplomatic contacts that
had the Jordanian government involved.
At the Islamic Hospital, 21-yearold Hussein Salah was recovering
from a sniper shot that fractured
his left femur.
Salah said he was “caught in the
middle” in street fighting in Aden
on July 9th. “The worst thing is to
be caught between fire exchange.

I’m lucky to be alive today,” he said.
He said he has found “solace and
comfort” from Yemenis studying in
Jordan who volunteered to assist
their wounded countrymen. One
of the volunteers, medical school
student Majed Ahmed Muthna, 19,
said he was happy to help out.
“They are our brothers and they
need us to be with them, to talk to
them and keep them company to
ease their suffering,” he said. “It’s

our responsibility to help out and
we’re happy to do it.”
To Nasser, the Yemeni who lost
his lower jaw, the raging war in
Yemen is keeping him in “considerable pain and confusion”. “Why are
my people fighting?” he wondered.
“It’s heartbreaking to see people
of the same country killing each
other.”
All that he is longing for is to “return home to a peaceful Yemen”.

War moves to central Yemen, talks with rebels discounted
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

T

he battle for Yemen’s future moved to the central
part of the country, as
anti-Houthi forces started
ground operations to push
rebels out of Marib and Jawf provinces.
More than 250 tanks and eight
Apache helicopters from the Saudi-led coalition are deployed
in the Marib battle, the
Yemen Post quoted military sources as saying,
emphasising that major
preparations were under way to retake Sana’a
from militants. Saudiowned Al Arabiya TV
reported that in Marib, 29 Houthi militants
were killed in coalition
raids and in clashes
with fighters loyal to
the exiled government.
This comes as the
Iran-allied Houthi rebels have been raiding the homes
of political
oppo-

nents and non-governmental workers in Sana’a under the pretence that
people living there are members of
the Islamic State (ISIS) or al-Qaeda.
According to security officials, the
Houthis have detained at least 20
people, one of whom works for the
United Nations, near the presidential palace. The rebel group has not
officially elaborated on the reasons
for the arrests.
Rebels also stepped up the num-

ber of attacks along the Saudi border
since the pro-government coalition
regained control of the strategic
port city of Aden in August. The
Houthi border attacks have resulted
in the deaths of more than a dozen
Saudi soldiers and border guards
since military operations began in
March, which has led the kingdom
to launch small incursions across
the border in response.
“We don’t have the intention to go
deep across the Yemeni border but
sometimes because of difficult terrain, mountains or caves where they
can hide, we have to find their positions, clear them and then get back
to our positions,” Saudi Defence
Ministry spokesman Brigadier-General Ahmed Asseri said.
Yemeni Foreign Minister Riad
Yassin reaffirmed that the Hadi government is not in negotiations with
the Houthis and that they and former president Ali Abdullah Saleh’s
“militias must implement the UN
resolution and surrender their
weapons and only then the
dialogue and political process
can begin, with the participation of all Yemeni parties”.
Yassin also told report-

ers in Cairo that the battle to retake
Sana’a would be launched within
two months.
In line with the Saudi-led coalition’s anti-Iran expansionism narrative, Yemen’s exiled President
Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi reiterated
that the conflict in Yemen was to
curtail “Iranian expansion”. Speaking during a brief visit to Sudan at
a news conference with Sudanese
President Omar al-Bashir, Hadi said
evidence of Iranian expansion was
present in Iraq, Syria and Lebanon
and that the conflict in Yemen was
aimed at stopping its regional expansion.
It’s worthy to note that Sudan had
close ties with Tehran. However, in
September 2014, Sudan shut Iran’s
cultural centre in Khartoum and
joined the anti-Houthi coalition
in Yemen in March. Al-Bashir also

Yemeni fighters, loyal to exiled President Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi, sit in the back of a pick-up truck in the city of Daleh, on August 30th.

promised at the news conference
to continue assistance to Yemeni
nationals studying in Khartoum. He
said Sudanese doctors were in Yemen treating civilians wounded in the
conflict.
The UN-recognised Hadi government declared the war-torn country’s most populated governorate,
Taiz, a disaster zone, with the World
Health Organization warning that
“an extreme spike” in cases of dengue fever had been recorded in recent weeks. Only six of the 21 hospitals are operating. Most are unable
to admit patients due to a lack of
medical resources.
The Emirates Red Crescent
launched a major humanitarian
campaign in support of Yemenis affected by the conflict. Dubbed
“Yemen: We care”, the month-long
drive, which generated more than
$10 million in donations within
the first few days, aims to mobilise
support for the UAE agency’s programmes and projects in Yemen.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The
Arab Weekly.
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Debate heats up in Morocco before elections
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

M

orocco’s
political
parties are taking
their battle to social
media in their campaign ahead of regional and local elections.
The virtual battle on Facebook,
Twitter, YouTube and other social
networks is heating up and they
could prove to be the key to deciding Morocco’s political future.
Facebook is the most popular battlefield for political parties as hundreds of thousands of Moroccans
turn to the internet to find out the
latest about the campaign.
With more than 480,000 likes
on its Facebook page, the ruling
Islamist party of Justice and Development (PJD) by far outclasses
all rivals. The main opposition
Party of Authenticity and Modernity (PAM), which opposes the rise
of Islamist parties, comes second
with 264,534 likes.
PJD has been banking on its
young “e-army” to disseminate
its message with videos of its
achievements in municipalities
across Morocco and speeches of
its leaders and election hopefuls
during the campaign.

The war of words has
heated up as party
leaders trade
accusations and
insults
But the war of words has heated
up as party leaders trade accusations and insults.
The head of the conservative Independence Party, Hamid Chabat,
has repeatedly attacked Moroccan

Prime Minister Abdelilah Benkirane and the PJD.
“I think Benkirane is not a normal personality. I can describe him
as someone worse than crazy,”
Chabat said in an interview with
YouTube channel Chouf TV.
“Instead of presenting a summary of what his government has
achieved so far, Benkirane swears
in all his appearances, which lowers the political level in Morocco,”
said Chabat, whose party moved
into opposition after quitting the
PJD-led government two years
ago.

Facebook is the most
popular battlefield
for political parties
“We consider what he is doing as
a conspiracy against democracy,
the nation and Moroccans. I see all
his statements as lies and hypocrisy,” he added.
Benkirane hit back at Chabat,
saying his government wanted a
serious opposition that exposed
its mistakes rather than a failing opposition, which he accused
of sending troublemakers to his
meetings.
The prime minister slammed
Chabat in a speech before a packed
football stadium in Fez, the heart
of Chabat’s constituency. Benkirane called for the Independence
Party leader to quit politics and accusing him of bribing voters.
“I have some information that
Chabat is knocking at every door
to buy each vote for 350 dirhams
($36),” Benkirane told the crowd.
The prime minister also accused
PAM leader Mustapha Bakkoury of
using money from drug trafficking
to fund the party’s campaign.
While the Moroccan government has spent a large amount

Noureddine Lazrak (C) a candidate of the National Rally of Independents party (RNI) greets
supporters during a regional campaign in the old Medina of Salé on August 29, 2015.
promoting the elections, the focus
on personal attacks rather than
policy has disenchanted many
voters.
“I just can’t believe the intellectual level of these party leaders. How on Earth can we go and
vote after this circus?” said Nasser
Faouzi, a 44-year-old trader.
“I lost interest in the elections
since we see campaigners only in
the run-up to the polls.”
Moroccan King Mohammed VI

called on his citizens to vote for
competent, credible candidates
who are committed to serving the
public good.
“Voting is a right and a national
duty, a major responsibility that
has to be shouldered. It is a tool
in your hands; you either use it
to change the daily management
of your affairs or to maintain the
status quo, good or bad,” the king
said in a statement televised on
August 20th.

“Make a conscientious, responsible choice, for tomorrow you will
have no right to complain of mismanagement or poor services,” he
said. But many Moroccans doubt
that much will change as a result
of the king’s speech.
“I think his majesty’s speech is
falling on deaf ears. Many candidates are buying votes,” banker
Zakariya Badr said.
“How are we going to see real
change if corrupt candidates win?”

The grim story of migration off the shores of Libya
Michel Cousins

Tunis

A

bout 219,000 migrants
crossed the Mediterranean in 2014 in search
of a better or safer life
in Europe. In 2015,
with months to go, the figure is
315,000, according to the International Organization for Migration.
The migrants are mostly from Syria, Afghanistan, Somalia, Eritrea,
Ethiopia, Bangladesh, Pakistan and
west Africa.
There is a perception that most
make the journey via Libya. In fact,
more than two-thirds crossed to
Greece and never set foot in Libya.
However, most of the migrants
who have died in the crossing set
out from Libyan shores. That is
mainly because the journey is longer, more dangerous and the crafts
used by unscrupulous smugglers
are crammed with more people
than they can safely hold. In some
cases the boats are unseaworthy in
the first place.

About 3,400 migrants drowned
in 2014 heading to Europe. In August 2015 the figure was put at
more than 2,500, the bulk of them
heading out from Libya.
That figure did not include the
most recent tragedies. About 200
people drowned August 26th when
a boat capsized off Zuwara, 100
kilometres west of Tripoli. Another
37 bodies were found August 30th
after a boat sank off Khoms, 100
kilometres to the other side of the
capital.
The political crisis in Libya permits smugglers to flourish. As well
as Zuwara, the main smuggling
centre on the Libyan coast, almost
all the other departure points are
in the western Libya, beyond the
control of the internationally recognised government based in the
eastern city of Beida.
But they are also beyond the control of the rival unrecognised government in Tripoli, although it has
tried to use the disasters to obtain
recognition from Europe, offering
to collaborate with the European
Union to rein in smugglers.
Although allied to the regime in

Zuwara is an independent city-state
and its officials are said to do more
than turn a blind eye to the trade.
Journalists managed to get into the
port in 2014 but were quickly discovered and instantly removed by
angry senior local officials said to
be concerned that the scale and involvement of the city in the illegal
trade would be reported.
At other departure points, smugglers are similarly left untouched
and officials again widely believed
to be taking a cut from the business.
It is big business. Would-be passengers have told of having to pay
$1,000 per person for the crossing.
With several hundred migrants
packed into boats and more than
one boat departing a day, smugglers are making millions of dollars
a week.

They train two or three migrants
to sail the boats and it is all the
easier now that so many foreign
navies are waiting off the Libyan
coast to rescue migrants in distress.
The smugglers are even reported to
provide migrants with telephone
numbers so that they can contact
rescuers.
With so much money coming in,
smugglers can easily afford to import additional vessels, mainly from
Turkey, Italy and Tunisia. Without
these, the entire business would
stop. However, neither the European Union nor the United Nations
has sought to ban sales of boats to
Libya or pressure other countries
into halting deliveries.
There have not even been threats
to identify and track down smugglers, bring them to justice in international courts or
seize their assets,
which in many
cases are widely
believed to be
invested outside
Libya. There is
another side to
the grim story

Tripoli,

Red Crescent workers prepare to collect the body of a drowned migrant, who washed up along with several others in Zuwara, Libya (120
kilometres west of Tripoli), on September 1st.

that almost never gets reported. It
is not just in the Mediterranean that
migrants are dying. It is in the Sahara as well, in the crossing from Niger
and southern Algeria where again
there are well-organised smuggler
chains. They involve Tebu and Tuareg groups and those from local
tribes.
Reporters, in 2014, came across
a 19-year old Ghanaian working
in a supermarket in Tripoli trying
to earn enough money to pay the
$1,000 to travel to Europe. He said
his father had long disappeared and
when his mother had died, he decided to go to Europe in hope of a
better life.
His journey to Libya had taken
him nearly a year, travelling to
Togo, Benin, Burkina Faso and Niger. From Niger, he said, he had
travelled in a group of 130 West African migrants. Only three, he said,
made it to Sebha. They had been
left in the desert by smugglers. He
did not say why but there have been
many reports in Tripoli of migrants
dying in the desert. Whether the
young Ghanaian made it to France is
not known. When the reporters returned to the supermarket to speak
to him again, he had gone.
There are signs of changing attitudes in Libya to the smuggling issue. The disaster off Zuwara, with
pictures of drowned children circulating on social media, has undoubtedly shocked many Libyans.
Amid reports that a Libyan family
was among the dead, the trade is
seen as hitting fellow citizens and
shaming the country. For the first
time, there have been protests in
Zuwara against it and as many as 11
smugglers are said to have been arrested.
But, with so much money being
made, the smugglers are unlikely to
change their trade.
Michel Cousins is editor-in-chief of
the Libya Herald.
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The dynamics behind Lebanon’s trashed state
Imad Salamey

Beirut

D

eeply divided between
rival sectarian groups,
Lebanon has been ruled
since
independence
in 1943 by a system of
power-sharing among Muslims
and Christians, but the system of
allocating public office and electoral seats according to quotas has
inflamed and entrenched sectarianism.
A wasta, or “who you know”,
system has emerged within the
public sector nurtured by religious
loyalties, while sectarian solidarity shields officials from public accountability.
Meanwhile, populist political
patrons head sectarian networks
of close-knit families which are
protected by armed militias and
sponsored by foreign states. These
networks have come to penetrate
every aspect of Lebanese public
life.
Like its predecessors, the 2-yearold national government of Prime
Minister Tammam Salam has
failed to reach consensus on any
major or minor issue of national
interest. The ministers from across
the sectarian spectrum, representing different patrons, have been
split on issues from Hezbollah’s
military role in Syria, to managing
basic services such as rubbish collection.

The system of
allocating public
office and electoral
seats according to
quotas has inflamed
and entrenched
sectarianism
After all, any Hezbollah retreat
from Syria could be interpreted as
Shia weakness, while locating a
waste landfill site in any area could
be labelled a conspiracy against its
inhabitants and their sect.
The rubbish issue is not the first

crisis to have triggered public outrage against government paralysis.
Yet it is the first since the civil war
began in 1975 to bring together
anti-government protesters from
all walks of sectarian and political
life; a promising civil movement
that presents itself as a unifying
national alternative to the fragmented sectarian order.
During an August 29th demonstration in Beirut, called by the
“You Stink” group, banners condemned political tycoons passing power to their heirs and longfeared sectarian were depicted
in photos associating them with
corruption. But despite the need
to reform sectarian politics, the
protesters have been conscious of
their limitations and focused on
demanding solutions to immediate problems.

Lebanon’s sects
have meanwhile
declined in their
strategic importance
to regional powers
The growing opposition has nevertheless exposed a fast-decaying
order that is neither able to accommodate sectarian interests, nor
respond to citizens’ grievances.
Lebanon’s sects have meanwhile
declined in their strategic importance to regional powers.
With the exception of Hezbollah which is important to Iran due
to its role in Syria and opposing
Israel, the other sectarian parties
have dramatically lost relevance
to their sponsors. Perhaps that has
been among the main reasons why
sectarian elites have been in no
hurry to hold elections, twice extending the mandate of parliament
and keeping the president’s office
vacant.
To compensate for declining
foreign support, the unchecked
sectarian leadership has been immersed in private wheeling and
dealing while using up public
funds. So while fetid piles of rubbish were suffocating the streets of
their constituents, sectarian elites

Lebanese anti-government protesters gather in downtown Beirut on Aug. 29, 2015.
were locked in argument over
awarding profitable contracts to
waste collection companies.
The sectarian establishment is
“stinking” and more Lebanese than
ever are wondering whether this
latest episode is the straw that will
break the camel’s back.
It is evident that the confessional
state is in a very precarious position. With a vacant presidential
post and a parliament which has
extended its own term, the resignation of the Salam government
is sure to plunge the country into
a constitutional crisis. Neither a
new government can be formed,
nor can a parliamentary election be
convened without a president.
There are suspicions that Hez-

bollah and its main ally, Christian
leader Michel Aoun, intend to drive
the current crisis towards an impasse that necessitates a “national
foundation conference” which
they would view as an opportunity
to tip the balance of power in their
favour.
Hezbollah’s close ally and House
Speaker Nabih Berri is testing the
water by calling for a National Dialogue Conference to address the
stalemate. The gathering would reflect changing sectarian balances of
power with motions to revise electoral rules along with the powers
of the prime minister and cabinet
jurisdictions topping the agenda.
Absent from the discussion are
previous conference declarations

which have stipulated Lebanese
neutrality in the Syrian conflict and
a national defence strategy to disarm Hezbollah.
In the meantime, the civil protest movement has gained ground
and exerted more pressure for reform. Disenchanted with sectarianism, the young “You Stink” protesters have revived hopes for a civil
state and a “third way”.
Imad Salamey is an associate
professor of political science and
international affairs at the Lebanese
American University in Beirut, a
senior policy adviser on Middle East
and Arab Affairs and the author of
The Government and Politics of
Lebanon.

‘You Stink’ crisis reflects global leadership failure

View poi nt

Robert T.
Jordan

T

he world looks on as
Lebanese citizens
protest in Beirut’s
streets while holding
placards saying “You
Stink!” directed at
political leaders who seem
incapable of addressing a basic
need — collecting and disposing of
the city’s garbage after closing the
Naameh landfill south of Beirut.
But what I see is a microcosm of
a war-weary world failed by tepid
leadership, cronyism, self-interest
and debilitating social experimentation of failed policies.
It is ironic that after all the pain
and suffering Lebanon endured
during the bloody 15-year civil war
that ended in 1990, it is a protest
over garbage collection that sends
thousands of irate citizens into
the streets. They demand political
reform to unseat the government
of former adversaries from more
than 60 factions who were brought
together “to prevent civil war” and
who, the protesters charge, have
been unresponsive to basic needs

The result is a global
power vacuum that
emboldens terrorists and
despots to act

A Lebanese anti-government protester looks at pictures of Lebanese politicians on
“unwanted ” posters during a demonstration against the ongoing trash crisis in
downtown Beirut, on August 29, 2015.
such as reliable electrical power
and clean drinking water.
The primary target of the protest
is Environment Minister Mohammed al-Mashnouq, who has asked
Prime Minister Tammam Salam
to replace him on the committee
tasked with solving the garbage debacle — but who refused to resign
as protesters requested.
However, the problem goes deeper than that. Lebanon has been
without a president for more than
a year as the country is pressured

by the influx of refugees from Syria
and threats from the Islamic State
(ISIS), which are being patently
ignored by the major countries that
could have prevented the destabilisation of the region had they acted
earlier. While the West is distracted
by internal economic issues,
Russian President Vladimir Putin
flexed his muscled body for all to
see while threatening Balkan states
with impunity as his own country’s
economy suffered. China devalued
its currency and sent world mar-

What I see is
a microcosm
of a
war-weary
world failed
by tepid
leadership

kets into a tailspin.
The European Union teetered as
smaller members Portugal, Ireland,
Italy, Greece and Spain dragged
the EU economy down with their
liberal approach to entitlements
and failing economic growth. The
result is a global power vacuum
that emboldens terrorists and despots to act.
While the major powers have
abdicated leadership, “You Stink”
protesters have given the Lebanese government an ultimatum to
meet their demands or deal with a
“surprise”.
That launched discussions
between Speaker of the Parliament
Nabih Berri and MP Walid Jumblatt
to explore solutions to end the
crisis. Hezbollah voiced full support for the dialogue. Will they be
successful?
Many Lebanese think not. They
point out that Lebanon’s political
history is replete with reforms but
that consisted only of replacing
older members of Lebanon’s ruling
class with younger members of
those families.
I hope they are wrong.
Retired US Marine Major Robert T.
Jordan served in Beirut as the US
Department of Defense and Marine
Corps spokesman on October 23,
1983, when the French and US
Multinational Force headquarters
were attacked in a terrorist bombing
that killed more than 300 military
personnel.
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Gaza Strip faces
bleak future ten
years after Israel’s
pullout
Saud Abu Ramadan

Gaza City

W

hen Israel vacated
21 Jewish settlements and unilaterally pulled its army
out of the Gaza Strip
in 2005, after a 38-year occupation,
residents hoped to turn the enclave
on the Mediterranean into the Singapore of the Middle East.
A decade later, Gaza residents
say Israel tricked them. True, Israel
ended its occupation of this part of
the Palestinian territories but it also
tightened its grip on the enclave and
its 1.8 million residents, plunging
them into desperation and driving
them to flee hardships.
About 80% of Gaza’s residential
neighbourhoods and infrastructure
were destroyed by large-scale Israeli
wars since Israel’s pullout began on
August 15, 2005.

Israel still occupies
the Gaza Strip
because it maintains
a tight grip on our
borders
Electricity is rarely available because of insufficient or expensive
fuel supplies from Israel, poverty
blights 51% of the population and
unemployment is at a record 43%.
Gaza is also under a stringent Israeli
siege that restricts trade and deprives Gazans of travel abroad.
A further deterioration was
caused by Hamas’s violent takeover of the strip in June 2007 from

the moderate Palestinian Authority
(PA) responsible for the West Bank,
splintering Palestinian ranks and
weakening the Palestinian position
in negotiating with Israel.
For eight years, Gaza has been
largely ostracised and its reconstruction bid impeded because few
governments are willing to deal with
its militant rulers.
“The reality is that things have
gotten much worse since Israel’s
unilateral withdrawal because of
the destructive Israeli wars and the
endless internal divisions,” said Naji
Shurab, a political science professor
at Gaza’s Azhar University.
“If we look at the horrifying rates
of poverty and unemployment, the
damaged infrastructure, weak economy, political and social crises, one
would understand that this was exactly the motive behind Israel’s unilateral withdrawal.”
When the settlements were vacated and the last Israeli soldiers pulled
out, the PA announced ambitious
plans to lure investors worldwide to
rebuild the enclave.
The area Israel had occupied was
120 square kilometres of the Gaza’s
total area of 360 square kilometres.
Following Hamas’s takeover of
the strip and routing out Palestinian
President Mahmoud Abbas’s security forces, Hamas took control of the
area of the evacuated settlements
and executed its own plans there.
One of Hamas’s immediate steps
was changing most of the biblical or
Jewish names of the abandoned settlements, calling them after historic
Islamic battles.
The settlements were labelled the
Muhararat, Arabic for “liberated areas”, which are overseen by a spe-

cial Hamas-run government body,
called the Department of Muhararat
Affairs. Parts of the Muhararat are
used as plantations, producing fruit
and vegetables to end dependence
on Israeli produce, a long-shot goal
considering a chronic shortage of
crops caused by insufficient water
for irrigation.
Other parts of the former settlements are used as training camps for
Hamas, the Islamic Jihad and other
militant groups. The rest — the parts
that remained nearly intact after Israel’s pullout — is used as residential
neighbourhoods, hospitals and recreation areas. Muhararat DirectorGeneral Mohammed Shaer said the
Israeli settlements had occupied
20,000 acres but there was much
more land around them whose owners had been banned from using.
Shaer said when Israel pulled
out, most of the Muhararat was ransacked. However, he insisted that
order was restored when Hamas

took over “protecting the area and
what remained inside it, mainly agricultural equipment, green houses
and electric lines”.
Before its pullout, Israel demolished one of Gaza’s landmarks, the
Palm Beach Hotel, part of an Israeli
chain, which Israel built during the
occupation. Shurab blamed Hamas
and Abbas’s Fatah Party for failing
to invest in the Israeli disengagement plan in Gaza. “Instead of using
Israel’s withdrawal as a vehicle to
improve living conditions in Gaza,
they resorted to silly internal feuds
that harmed efforts to attain Palestinian dreams of political and economic independence,” he said.
“Nothing has been accomplished
over the past ten years,” Shurab said.
“Peacemaking with Israel achieved
nothing and the negotiations are
stalled, while Jewish settlements in
the West Bank are increasing and the
Gaza Strip remains isolated from the
rest of the Palestinian territories.”

Gaza political analyst Akram Attallah, who specialised in Israeli
affairs, scoffed at the notion that
Israel’s occupation of the strip had
ended. “Israel still occupies the
Gaza Strip because it maintains a
tight grip on our borders and controls our air and sea,” Attallah said.
“The three wars Israel waged on us,
the siege it imposed on us are evidence that Israel is still occupying
the Gaza Strip and this occupation
hasn’t ended yet.”
Gaza analyst Talal Oukal said
more “sinister” Israeli plans lied
ahead. “Israel’s long-term goal is to
undermine Palestinian statehood by
pushing Gaza’s population to accept
being in an isolated, or separate entity, away from the remainder of the
Palestinian territories,” he said.
Saud Abu Ramadan, based in Gaza,
is an Arab Weekly correspondent
who has been covering the IsraeliPalestinian conflict for 28 years.

Overcoming Israeli-Palestinian barriers

View poi nt

Alon
Ben-Meir

I

sraeli Prime Minister
Binyamin Netanyahu’s and
Palestinian Authority
President Mahmoud Abbas’s
presumed public commitment to a two-state solution
means little unless they begin
confidence-building measures.
Even if they negotiate an agreement, it will fail unless they first
prepare their respective publics
psychologically. Failing that only
points to their lack of commitment
to peaceful coexistence and no one
should be fooled by their empty
rhetoric. Peace will not be reached
without the public’s — both Israeli
and Palestinian — support and
engagement.
Young Israelis and Palestinians
need to see each other through a
different lens and adjust psychologically to accept that coexistence is irrevocable and they must
choose to live in violent hostility or
in peace.
Contact between the two sides is
very limited and does not allow for
free social and human interaction
to discuss their concerns about one
another or share personal experiences that bring people together.
Anyone familiar with the daily

These activities and
more must constitute the
forerunner of any peace
negotiations

lives of Israelis and Palestinians
will tell you that stereotyping, mutual lack of trust and animosity are
common. The Palestinians view the
Israelis as cruel, uncaring and bent
on denying them a state of their
own; the Israelis see the Palestinians as terrorists determined to
wipe Israel off the map.
This is what the leadership on
both sides has deliberately and
habitually propagated over the
decades.
This is what has become ingrained in the psyche of the public.
There are many measures both
sides must take to mitigate psychological impediments that have
separated their publics for decades.
If the leadership truly believes that
they must reach a peace accord
before they encourage and institute
reconciliatory public measures,
they are disingenuous and dangerously misguided.
The Israeli and the Palestinian
governments and civil society can
play a constructive role in reshaping public opinion, including:
Modify textbooks to more
accurately reflect the historic narrative, recognising the existence
and rights of each other. Both sides
ought to amend their curricula
regarding the existence of the
other. As long as their historic and
religious claims to the same land
remain set in stone, little progress
can be made.
Mutual tourism: Israelis and
Palestinians should be able to
cross security checkpoints in both
directions to enjoy each other’s
social settings — eat in restaurants,
roam marketplaces and experience

•

•

firsthand how the other is living.
Joint sports activities: Israeli
and Palestinian football, basketball
and other sports teams, such as
the Israeli-Palestinian Peace Team,
can meet to train, compete and
develop camaraderie. This should
include national and professional
teams, which implies recognition
of sovereignty.
In other areas of interaction, the
governments can facilitate joint
activities between the civil society
and the private sectors, including:
Student interaction: Young
Israelis and Palestinians must be
encouraged to mingle and talk
about their aspirations and hopes
to be free and unburdened by uncertainty and perpetual conflict.
Art exhibitions: There are
scores of Israeli and Palestinian artists who have never met or delved
into each other’s mindset to see
how their work reflects their lives.
The governments should fund joint
exhibitions and allow them to tour
cities and expose the young and
old to see and feel what the other is
trying to express through their art.
Public discourse: Universities,
think-tanks and other learning institutions should encourage Israelis
and Palestinians to participate in
discussions and public lectures
on coexistence to make it not only
inevitable but desirable.
Establish forums consisting
of individuals with varied academic and personal experiences
who enjoy respect in their field,
are independent thinkers, hold no
formal position in government and
have thorough knowledge of the
conflicting issues.

•

•

•

•

•

Young
Israelis and
Palestinians
need to see
each other
through a
different lens

•

Israeli and Palestinian media
should regularly report on positive
developments between the two
sides, share with the public changing political winds and discuss
how cooperation on trade, security
and health care benefits ordinary
citizens.
This should include the production of movies, television shows
and plays (including comedies)
to reflect how much they have in
common and their mutual cultural influence in food, music and
interchangeable Arabic and Hebrew
words and jargon.
Female activism: Civil society
should support efforts by groups
such as Women in Black and
Women Wage Peace to use their
formidable power and make their
voices heard.
These activities and more must
constitute the forerunner of any
peace negotiations. Indeed, even
if, at present, peace negotiations
are not in the offing, given that
coexistence is an irrefutable fact,
Israeli and Palestinian governments and civil society must begin
a process of reconciliation to create
momentum for future talks.
None of this will occur without
some hurdles, resistance and even
outright acts of sabotage as there
still is a significant constituency
on both sides that simply does not
accept each other’s right for statehood or even to exist. They can
be overcome through persistent
implementation of these measures.

•

Alon Ben-Meir is an American
specialist on the Arab-Israeli
conflict.
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Pro-Kurdish party joins Turkish government
Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

T

urkey’s caretaker cabinet,
which took office on August 28th, may be shortlived as its sole purpose
is to guide the country
to snap elections on November 1st.
Still, the 63rd government since
the foundation of modern Turkey
is historic as it is the first Turkish
government to include a pro-Kurdish party.
The caretaker cabinet’s formation also marks the first time in
almost 13 years that the Islamicconservative Justice and Development Party (AKP) of President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan was forced
into power-sharing.

The HDP’s inclusion
in the government
may offer a chance
to curb renewed
violence in the
Kurdish region
Ali Haydar Konca and Muslum
Dogan of the Peoples’ Democratic
Party (HDP), Turkey’s biggest proKurdish party, joined the new government formed by AKP caretaker
Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu.
Konca took over the EU portfolio
while Dogan became minister for
Economic Development.
The HDP and the AKP are political rivals that make strange bedfellows. Their union in the new
cabinet is a result of a constitutional clause that calls for the formation of an all-party government
to lead Turkey to new elections if
the search for a government proves
futile. Davutoglu failed to bring
together a coalition with other parties after the AKP lost the parliamentary majority it had held since
late 2002 in June elections.

“The HDP taking part in government was something neither
Erdogan nor Davutoglu wanted,”
Murat Yetkin, editor-in-chief of the
English language Hurriyet Daily
News, wrote in a column. The parties are expected to go head to head
in the election campaign before
November, especially as the AKP
will be trying to win back votes of
pious Kurds who left the party to
vote for the HDP in the June election.
With only weeks to go before
Election Day, the HDP is determined to make the most of the visibility provided by its cabinet roles
to expand its voter base beyond
Kurds to include reform-minded
and green-issue voters.
Konca, as minister in charge of
EU affairs, called on Turkey to listen carefully to criticism by Brussels and to speed up democratic
reforms. Dogan, as Economic Development minister, launched an
inquiry into a controversial road
project on the Black Sea coast that
has triggered protests by environmental groups.
The HDP ministers also said they
would not use luxury cars provided
by the government and would end
the common practice of the AKP
government to exclude reporters of
opposition media from news conferences. “If the press is free, everybody can take part” in news conferences, Konca wrote on Twitter.
While the HDP is wooing voters,
the AKP is thinking about ways to
counter the pro-Kurdish party that
surprised many by scoring 13% of
the votes in June. Davutoglu and
other AKP leaders have said the
HDP is not distancing itself enough
from rebels of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK).
Following the June election Erdogan, who remains the de facto
leader of the AKP despite becoming head of state a year ago, accused the PKK of voter intimidation in the Kurdish region. This will

Stopping the violence. A masked Kurdish militant holds a Molotov cocktail during clashes with
Turkish police on August 30, 2015 in Istanbul.
not happen again, Erdogan vowed.
“The Turkish armed forced and the
Interior Ministry will take all measures,” the president said, according
to news reports. “Things that happened on June 7th will not happen
again on November 1st.”
Despite the political rivalries, the
HDP’s inclusion in the government
may offer a chance to curb renewed
violence in the Kurdish region,
where the PKK has been stepping
up attacks on security forces, triggering a massive military response
by Ankara. Dozens of soldiers and
police officers as well as hundreds
of PKK fighters have died in the
new wave of violence, according to
the government.
The unrest in south-east Anatolia
is a crucial issue in which the HDP’s

and the AKP’s interests overlap:
Both parties could hope to benefit
from an end to the fighting.
“May this government silence
weapons and create safe conditions for elections,” Konca wrote
on Twitter after becoming EU minister. The HDP has called on the
PKK to return to the ceasefire that
had been in place since 2013 but
collapsed with the start of fighting in July. Davutoglu said the PKK
should withdraw its fighters from
Turkey.
Critics accuse Erdogan and the
AKP of provoking fresh tensions in
the Kurdish area to attract nationalist voters but several pollsters say
the AKP has failed to benefit from
the situation.
A majority of 53.5% of respond-

ents told polling firm Metropoll in
August they thought the approach
displayed by Erdogan and Davutoglu after the start of the latest fighting had been “irresponsible and
dangerous”; 40.6% said the president and the prime minister had
provoked the violence.
Even polls by companies seen as
close to the AKP predict that the
HDP will again be in parliament
in November. Such a result could
make it difficult for Erdogan’s party
to regain the assembly majority the
AKP lost in June. Other polls say
the AKP could drop to less than
the 40.9% of the vote it received in
June.
Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly
contributor in Istanbul.

Turkish soldiers’ funerals become stage for protests
Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

F

unerals for Turkish soldiers killed in the rekindled conflict against Kurdish rebels have become
focal points for anti-government protests, as critics accuse
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan of
exploiting the clashes for political
gain.
“There is a rising flood of anger against the government at the
funeral ceremonies for martyrs,”
Mehmet Altan, a writer critical of
Erdogan, observed in a column

for the Gazete360 website, using a
term describing the soldiers killed
in battle.
Altan said the government, stung
by ruling Justice and Development
Party (AKP) losses in the June 7th
election, made a complete turnaround when it dropped peace talks
with Kurdish rebels. “We know why
those who said ‘solution’ until June
6 started saying ‘war till the end’ on
June 8,” he wrote.
In one spectacular funeral protest, a Turkish Army officer, in full
uniform, railed against the government during the funeral for his
brother who was killed by rebels of
the Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK).
During the funeral in the south-

ern city of Osmaniye on August
23rd, Lieutenant-Colonel Mehmet
Alkan pushed through the crowd of
about 15,000 to the flag-bedecked
coffin. Visibly upset and crying,
Alkan, recorded by television cameras, shouted, “Who is the murderer?”
In a reference Erdogan and the
government starting peace talks
with jailed PKK leader Abdullah
Ocalan in 2012 but abandoning the
process in July, Alkan asked: “What
has happened that those who spoke
of a solution yesterday now speak
of war?”
Alkan expressed anger at patriotic statements by politicians
which are seen by many as an effort

War fallouts. Turkish Lieutenant-Colonel Mehmet Alkan shouts during the funeral of his brother,
Captain Ali Alkan, on August 23, 2015, in Osmaniye.

to woo right-wing voters. Energy
Minister Taner Yildiz said his aim
was to become a “martyr for my religion, my nation, my fatherland”.
Without mentioning the minister
by name, Alkan said, “it’s outrageous to walk around in palaces
with 30 bodyguards, get into an armoured car and then say ‘I want to
become a martyr’.”
Alkan’s outburst triggered a deluge of news reports and online
comments, many expressing sympathy with the officer. The hashtag
#hepimizmehmetalkanyarbayiz
— “We all are “Lieutenant-Colonel
Mehmet Alkan” — was among the
top trends on Twitter in Turkey.
Commentators close to the government, however, called for the
Alkan’s dismissal from the army.
Both the military and the Interior
Ministry began disciplinary action
against Alkan.
With more than 50 soldiers and
police officers killed in PKK attacks since July, funerals for security forces members have become
an almost daily occurrence. Government officials often attend the
funerals to show support for the
stricken families, but have faced
sharp criticism. Deputy Prime Minister Yalcin Akdogan fled a soldier’s
funeral in August after the crowd of
mourners booed and threw water
bottles at him.
Since the PKK’s rebellion started
in 1984, some 40,000 people have
been killed in Turkey and millions
driven from their homes. A ceasefire as a result of talks between
the government and Ocalan in the
spring of 2013 brought hopes for
lasting peace, but fighting started
again in July 2015. The government
says it is determined to “finish” the
PKK, as one official has put it.As
Turkey is facing November 1st snap
elections, the question is whether

the funeral protests represent a
strong anti-war and anti-government groundswell. Erdogan has
said Turkey will continue to confront the PKK militarily, declaring
that “the blood of martyrs” would
continue to flow.
“They think Turkey wants war
but, no, it doesn’t,” Omer Faruk
Gergerlioglu, former chairman of
the Islamist human rights group
Mazlum-Der, told the anti-government Zaman daily, referring to leaders in Ankara.
The government says it is reacting to a terrorist threat but critics
accuse Erdogan and the government of fanning tensions in the
Kurdish region in the hope of shoring up support for the AKP. Gergerlioglu said Erdogan saw losses of
the military in PKK clashes as “acceptable deaths”.
It is unknown whether the upsurge of fighting will help the AKP
at the polls. Mehmet Murat Posteki,
a pollster seen as being close to the
government, said the AKP and the
main opposition party, the secularist Republican People’s Party (CHP),
could see their share of the vote
rise, while the right-wing Nationalist Action Party (MHP) and the proKurdish Peoples’ Democratic Party
(HDP) were facing losses.
Another prominent pollster, Adil
Gur, said the AKP was within reach
of recapturing the absolute majority of seats in parliament that it lost
in the June election.
But others say the AKP has been
unable to strengthen support, while
the HDP can expect further gains in
the election. Such a result would
make it very unlikely for the AKP
to regain its majority. Ozer Sencar,
head of the Metropoll polling institute, said on Twitter that “the
AKP does not have a chance to rule
alone” after the November election.
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Iran eyes major defence
deals despite nuclear deal
Ed Blanche

Beirut

A

little more than a month
after Iran’s agreement
with US-led global powers to curtail its nuclear
programme, the Islamic
Republic unveiled a short-range
ballistic missile, known as the
Fateh-313 (Conqueror) that can reputedly hit targets at a range of 500
kilometres with pinpoint accuracy.
The August 22nd event, on the
occasion of Defence Industry Day,
was a blunt reminder by Tehran
that, although the Vienna agreement maintains for another eight
years an international ban on providing Iran with ballistic missile
technology that could help it develop nuclear warheads, the Islamic Republic is pressing ahead with
what has become a vast missile development programme that is a vital element of its military strategy.
Tehran insists that the technology ban only pertains to the development of missiles designed to carry
nuclear warheads and, because it
maintains that it has no such programme, the ban therefore does not
apply to developing new weapons.

There are reports
Tehran wants to
buy up to
250 Sukhoi Su-30
fighter-bombers
“We will buy, sell and develop
any weapons we need and we will
not ask for permission or abide by
any resolution for that,” Iranian
President Hassan Rohani, who was
a driving force behind the landmark
Vienna agreement, declared at the
Fateh-313 unveiling.

That echoed a similarly defiant
position taken by Ali Akbar Velayati, senior foreign affairs adviser to
Iran’s supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei, on July 21st on Khamenei’s official website.
Iran has the largest arsenal of ballistic missiles in the Middle East,
eclipsing Israel’s force of nuclearcapable Jericho weapons with a
range of 5,000 kilometres. This is
believed to include 50-100 Jericho
IIBs and an unknown number of
Jericho III missiles that have been
operational since January 2008.
On March 8th, Iranian Defence
Minister Brigadier-General Hossein
Dehqan displayed a new long-range
land attack cruise missile, the Soumar, built by the Aerospace Industries Organisation.
The ground-launched missile
is named after a city destroyed in
the 1980-88 war with Iraq, during
which Saddam Hussein’s missiles
pulverised Tehran and the infant
Islamic Republic’s western cities
while the Iranians had no weapons to even the score, an event that
hastened Iran’s agreement to a UN
ceasefire in a war Saddam started.
The memory of Iran’s helplessness in the “war of the cities”, the
world’s first missile inter-city battle, has long been a highly emotive
factor in Iran’s drive to become a
missile power.
The Soumar has a reported
range of 2,500 kilometres, enough
to reach Israel. Western security
sources say that could be extended
to 3,000 kilometres if conformal
fuel tanks were fitted.
This drive to build up a massive
array of short-, medium- and longrange missiles capable of devastating broadsides against the Arab
monarchies of the Gulf, US forces
deployed in the region and Israel
1,200 kilometres to the west is the
core of Iran’s strategic strike capa-

bility and its defence policy.
The
Islamic
Revolutionary
Guards Corps controls not only the
missile force but the vast defence
industry Iran has built up since
the 1979 revolution to overcome
international arms embargoes that
prevented it from buying weapons
from the West. It has not prevented
arms sales by Russia and China.
Iran’s conventional forces — its
regular army, the air force and navy
— are largely in poor shape, armed
with outdated weapons systems
and low on the priorities when it
comes to funding. That may be
changing because of the expected
windfall that Tehran expects from
the lifting of economic sanctions as
part of the July 14th deal — as much
as $150 billion by some estimates.

Iran has the largest
arsenal of ballistic
missiles in the
Middle East
Russia is already lining up for
some big defence sales that could
dramatically enhance Iranian conventional forces’ capabilities. Moscow is expected to say soon whether it will deliver advanced S-300
air-defence missile systems to Iran
under a 2007 contract put on hold
because of Western — and Israeli —
opposition.
Dehqan said on August 22nd that
the S-300 deal will be completed by
end of 2015. If that’s correct, delivery of the system will be a quantum
leap for Iran in terms of improving
its air-defence system, particularly to protect its nuclear facilities
against Israeli or US air or missile
attacks.
That, at a stroke, would change
the strategic equation in the region
in Iran’s favour.
But there’s more. There are re-

From Russia with Love. Sukhoi Su-30SM Flanker-C fighters and
Su-35S Super-Flanker fighters fly over Red Square during the
Victory Day military parade in Moscow in May 2015.
ports Tehran wants to buy up to
250 Sukhoi Su-30 fighter-bombers
or 150 Chinese J-10 fighters to replace pretty much the entire strike
element of its largely obsolete air
force, and to acquire at least 20
Ilyushin Il-78 Midas aerial tankers
that greatly expand the range of
its strike capabilities — possibly in
terms of hitting Israel from the air,

a concept so far considered beyond
reach.
None of these reports have been
verified and they may be part of the
psychological war everyone plays
in the region. But they do reflect
the concerns that Iran’s military
is eying a new era of operational
capability that it once could only
dream of.

Rohani under fire as Iran power struggle sharpens
Ali Alfoneh

Washington

I

ranian President Hassan Rohani won the war, so to speak,
but risks losing the peace. He
managed to reach an international diplomatic solution in
the confrontation over Iran’s nuclear programme but he’s under
severe political pressure in Tehran.
That pressure increases by the
day as the Islamic Republic prepares for the February 25, 2016,
elections to the Islamic Consultative Assembly, Iran’s 290-seat
parliament; and the Assembly of
Experts, the 86-member body of
clerics that will decide who is to
succeed Ayatollah Ali Khamenei
as supreme leader.
With the June 14th Vienna
agreement secured and crippling
economic sanctions on Iran to be
lifted in exchange for curtailing
its nuclear project, Khamenei no
longer needs Rohani, who oversaw
more than two years of thorny negotiations with the United States
and world powers and has thus
outlived his usefulness to the supreme leader.
Rohani naturally sees things differently and is fighting back. This
has forced Khamenei to give Rohani’s political enemies, in particular
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards
Corps (IRGC), a free hand to attack
the president.
This raises a more fundamental
issue as the outcome will greatly
influence Iran’s future: Should the
IRGC be forbidden to participate in
politics or should it act as a political party?
The latest chapter of this strug-

Iranian President Hassan Rohani (C) arrives to attend a session of
Iran’s Assembly of Experts, on September 1, 2015 in Tehran.
gle began when Rohani, attending
a cabinet meeting on August 19th,
warned the watchdog Council of
Guardians against politicised vetting of candidates for the parliamentary elections.

The intensifying
struggle for power in
Iran signals uneasy
times for a regime at
odds with itself
“The
honourable
Guardian
Council is a supervisory body and
not an executive body,” Rohani
said. “All are equal in the eyes of
the government… and we do not
have executive bodies that can approve candidates of a certain faction while disqualifying another.”
His comments clearly reflected

his concerns about the Guardian
Council disqualifying parliamentary candidates who support him.
The next day, Major-General
Mohammad Ali Jafari, the commander of the Revolutionary
Guards, told Fars news agency
he condemned “statements that
weaken the Guardian Council…
Such statements weaken the effective pillars of the revolution such
as the Guardian Council and harm
solidarity.”
Jafari did not make a direct reference to the president but his
target was not lost on Rohani supporters, who rushed to the president’s defence.
Parliament member Ali Motahari
published an open letter in which
he reminded Jafari of the political testament of Grand Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, founder

of the Islamic Republic, in which
the armed forces were prohibited
from intervening in politics.
“Intervention of the Guards in
the realm of politics and elections
is not in the interest of the state,
the armed forces or the Islamic
Revolution since it will lead to factionalism within the Guards,” Motahari concluded.
His response provoked a new
round of attacks from the IRGC,
the most powerful military force
in Iran and which has amassed
vast economic holdings.
Abdollah Ganji, chief editor of
Javan, an unofficial IRGC mouthpiece, hit back at Motahari, adding
another dimension to the dispute.
“Attacking the Guards, the Guardian Council, the judiciary, the
Intelligence Ministry, the law enforcement forces and the like is… a
carbon copy of the [Western] plots
to overthrow the Soviet Union.”
Ganji concluded that the IRGC is
not a “classical military” formation
and had a different mission than
the regular army, whose primary
mission is safeguarding Iran’s territorial integrity. The IRGC was
created by Khomeini in 1980 to be
the ideologically pure protectors
of the Islamic revolution.
By August 25th, it was clear Rohani was losing the debate. Ayatollah Sadeq Larijani, head of the
judiciary, called the president’s
speech “suitable for commoners”
and “the words of someone unfamiliar with the law” — a particularly offensive stab at Rohani, who
is a highly qualified lawyer.
Mohammad-Hossein Moqimi,
the deputy Interior minister, also
pulled no punches. “One must
block the path of the traitors and
the counter-revolutionaries in the
election,” he said.

“This is the legal duty of the
Guardian Council.”
Rohani, unlike president Mohammad Khatami, his reformist predecessor, has a combative
character and will fight to the bitter end to secure the candidacy of
his supporters in the parliamentary polling.
So will his mentor, Ayatollah Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, who, in
spite of his son Mehdi being jailed
in Tehran’s notorious Evin prison
for embezzlement, is waging a political war against Khamenei and
has announced his candidacy for
the Assembly of Experts.

Iran’s nuclear
programme has
simply fuelled the
factionalism and the
struggle for power
Rohani is also backed by Hassan
Khomeini, grandson of the late
ayatollah, who recently declared
he “would not shy away from public responsibility” if he is needed
“to serve the people and the revolution”.
The intensifying struggle for
power in Iran signals uneasy times
for a regime at odds with itself,
the Iranian electorate and the entire region. Remarkably, the negotiated solution to Iran’s nuclear
programme has simply fuelled the
factionalism and the struggle for
power as the country stumbles towards a new era.
Ali Alfoneh is a specialist on Iran
and the Islamic Revolutionary
Guards Corps. He is a senior
fellow at the Foundation for
Defense of Democracies in
Washington.
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Closer ties between Russia and Egypt
Mark N. Katz

Washington

E

gyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi’s fourth
meeting with Russian
President Vladimir Putin,
which took place near the
end of August in Moscow, has led
observers to conclude that Cairo
really is turning more towards Moscow and away from Washington.
It is indeed increasingly clear that
the Russian and Egyptian governments share important common
interests. But the Sisi-Putin relationship is more a marriage of convenience than a true alliance, which
may explain why Russian-Egyptian
cooperation has not, at least yet, developed more fully.
One common interest, or viewpoint, that Putin and Sisi share is
antipathy to criticism from the United States and the West over their
authoritarian practices and human
rights records. At a time when Russia has come under Western sanctions due to its policies towards
Ukraine, economic cooperation
with Egypt and other authoritarian
governments is important to Putin
not only as a means of bypassing
Western sanctions but also as a sign
of his legitimacy.

Moscow and Cairo
do not seem to have
quite the same
interests vis-à-vis
the United States
and the West
Similarly, Moscow’s support for
Sisi’s crackdown against the Muslim
Brotherhood and other Islamists is
important to Sisi in showing that,
even if Western governments do not
appreciate the service he is performing in suppressing these groups,
Russia as well as other important
non-Western governments do.
In addition, Putin and Sisi share

a common view of the conflict in
Syria. While Cairo does not actively
provide military assistance to Damascus as Russia and Iran do, Sisi
has made clear that he sees the Assad regime as preferable to its Islamist opponents. Putin especially
values Sisi’s position on Syria since
it differs from that of Turkey and
several Gulf Arab states that have
been supporting Assad’s opponents.
He may well hope that other Arab
governments adopt Sisi’s view.

Bilateral trade
between the
countries rose to
$5.4 billion in 2014:
an 86% increase
There have been several concrete
indicators of increased RussianEgyptian cooperation. Bilateral
trade between the countries rose
to $5.4 billion in 2014 — an 86% increase over the previous year. On
August 27th, the Russian oil giant,
Rosneft, signed a deal to supply
Egypt with liquefied natural gas
(LNG). Moscow and Cairo are also
in talks for Russia to build a nuclear
power plant in Egypt.
At their meeting, Putin and Sisi
discussed plans for Russia to build a
“free industrial zone” near the Suez
Canal. Cairo is a major (indeed, AlAhram claims, the largest) buyer of
Russian wheat. The countries have
also talked about Russian arms sales
to Egypt.
Still, cooperation between the
countries has not grown as strongly
as it could have. Before Sisi’s visit to
Moscow, the Russian fighter aircraft
producer MiG not only announced
that it does not have a contract to
supply MiG-29s to Egypt but its press
secretary said: “Rumours about our
promising contracts are exaggerated
and are nothing but speculations.”
A week later, the Russian arms export agency, Rosoboronexport, denied a report from a Russian source
that a deal had been signed for Russia to supply Ka-52 “Alligator” com-

Common interests. Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, centre, takes part in a ceremony in
Moscow, on August 26, 2015.
bat helicopters to Egypt. In addition,
fulfilment of Putin’s offer of last year
to sell more than $3 billion worth of
Russian weapons to Egypt has apparently not yet occurred — probably
due to lack of money to finance the
deal. Further, the announcement
by the Italian firm ENI about its discovery of a “supergiant” natural gas
field off Egypt’s Mediterranean coast
raises doubts about just how much
Russian LNG Egypt will be buying.
Finally, the Egyptian state grain
buyer reportedly paid “the lowest price the authority has paid for
wheat in years” in its recent purchase from Russia. Cairo clearly sees
Western economic sanctions against
Russia as an opportunity to secure a
good deal for Egypt.

In the larger foreign policy context, Moscow and Cairo do not seem
to have quite the same interests visà-vis the United States and the West.
Putin sees them as enemies and he is
looking for other countries for support against them. Sisi, by contrast,
dislikes Western criticism of his internal policies but would be happier
with the United States and Europe if
they supported him more fully.
His meetings with Putin, then,
may be less about actually switching alliances than about showing
Washington, in particular, that Cairo
could turn to other countries for
support and so persuading them
that America and the West need to
behave more respectfully towards
him if they do not want this to go

too far. It may be no coincidence,
then, that Sisi’s latest visit to Moscow occurred just before his government announced that Egypt’s
long-delayed parliamentary elections would occur in October and
November. It is doubtful that opposition parties will be completely
free to contest, much less win
them. How much the United States
and other Western governments object to this may well influence how
soon Sisi meets with Putin again.
Mark N. Katz is a professor of
government and politics at George
Mason University the United
States. Links to his recent articles
can be found at www.marknkatz.
com.

Britain, ‘the Lesser Satan’, returns to Iran
Gareth Smyth

London

W

hen Iranian revolutionary guards in
2007 seized 15 British sailors and marines in the northern Gulf off Iraq near the Iranian
border, British diplomats in Tehran
persuaded London to take a “softly,
softly” approach. But Iran’s feathers were soon ruffled as Tony Blair,
the British prime minister, promised a “new phase” of pressure and
appeared to accuse Iran of lying
over where the sailors had been
seized, which the British insisted
was in Iraqi waters.
Blair did exactly what the Tehranbased diplomats feared: He angered
Iranians across the spectrum, made
the matter a political football amid
factions in Iran and gave Iranian
president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad
the chance to milk the publicity.
The sailors’ confessions were transmitted around the world before the
president, in an “act of mercy”, returned them to Britain in new suits.

It is hard to imagine
more theatrical
diplomatic relations
than those between
Iran and the United
Kingdom
It is hard to imagine more theatrical diplomatic relations than
those between Iran and the United
Kingdom. The recent reopening of
the two embassies — closed in 2011
after the British mission in Tehran
was ransacked by demonstrators

British Foreign Secretary Philip Hammond, left, speaks during a
press conference with Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad
Zarif, in Tehran, August 23, 2015.
protesting against new sanctions —
was not short of incident.
Philip Hammond, only the second British foreign secretary in
Tehran since the 1979 revolution,
found slogans such as “Death to
England” on the walls despite the
renovation of the compound. In
London, a senior female British diplomat, Deborah Bronnert, arrived
at the Iranian embassy without a
headscarf, delighting opposition
Iranian exiles and giving ammunition to conservatives in Tehran to
fire at the government of President
Hassan Rohani in the wake of July’s
nuclear agreement.
Back in Tehran, Hammond was
cautious in describing the reopening as a step towards building “confidence and trust between two great
nations”. He recalled Britain purchasing “this beautiful compound”

in 1869, thousands of Iranians taking sanctuary there in 1906 during Iran’s so-called Constitutional
revolution, as well as Churchill,
Roosevelt and Stalin dining there in
1943 while planning a second front
against Germany and a post-Nazi
order in Europe.
Iranian conservatives take a different view of history and have
lampooned Britain as the “Lesser
Satan” at demonstrations for years.
A widespread sense among Iranians
that Britain is a conspirator against
Iran goes back to Britain’s domination of Iran’s oilfields until nationalisation in the 1950s and its part in
the 1953 coup against Mohammad
Mossaddegh, the prime minister
who had nationalised oil.
In the 1970s, an Iranian novel and
television series, My Uncle Napoleon popularised a character who was

convinced the British were plotting
against him. When the shah was
toppled in 1979, many royalists believed the British were manipulating Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini,
while some revolutionaries considered the British the conniving brain
behind the United States.
After US-Iran relations were severed in 1979 as Iranian students held
hostage US diplomats, Britain took
a pivotal diplomatic role in Tehran
as the European country closest to
the United States, well-placed to
convey Washington’s views. But
it was also an easy target: in 1981
Tehran municipality renamed the
street outside the British embassy
after Bobby Sands, the Irish Republican Army leader who died on hunger strike in a British prison; and
in 1989 Khomeini issued a fatwa
condemning British-based author
Salman Rushdie to death over his
novel The Satanic Verses.
By the time the Royal Navy sailors were seized, potential for a
flashpoint had increased. Britain
had troops in southern Iraq after
the US-led 2003 invasion, tensions
were growing over Iran’s nuclear
programme and Ahmadinejad was
projecting an assertive brand of
Shia Islam after his election win of
2005.
Changes on all these fronts have
assisted better relations. In his
speech in Tehran for the embassy
reopening, Hammond dated the
improvements to Rohani’s election
as president in 2013. The foreign
secretary stressed shared antipathy to Islamic State (ISIS) jihadists,
a common interest in combating
narcotics from Afghanistan and the
chance to expand trade.
“It was an admirably balanced
and forward-looking message,”

Sir Richard Dalton, former ambassador, told The Arab Weekly. “He
emphasised Britain’s all-round interests in working with Iran, plus
the need to rebuild the UK as a
trade and industry partner, given
UK trade collapsed further (than
other European countries under
sanctions since 2012) in percentage terms and from a lower starting
point. This was a high-level political signal to UK firms they could explore business now and conclude
once sanctions are raised, if necessary.”

Hammond was
cautious in
describing the
reopening as a step
towards building
“confidence and
trust between two
great nations”
In Dalton’s time as ambassador
— 2002-06 — the embassy was attacked by a suicide bomber, shot
at four times and had its windows
broken seven times. But the former diplomat was philosophical
about the prospects for British
staff, saying it was a sine qua non
that the United Kingdom would
have sought assurances over their
safety and that he hoped it would
be a popular posting.
“Iran is a great country,” he observed, “albeit a difficult one to
work in.”
Gareth Smyth has covered Middle
Eastern affairs for 20 years and
was chief correspondent for the
Financial Times in Iran from
2003-07.
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UAE’s pioneering mission to Mars

MBRSC Engineers and Scientists at Lab.

Nadine Sayegh

Dubai

W

hile much of the Middle East is plagued
by political strife
and stagnate social
progress, the United
Arab Emirates is planning to launch
its first mission into outer space.
Announced in July 2014, the flagship project of the newly founded
Mohammed bin Rashid Space Centre (MBRSC), the Emirates Mars
Mission (EMM), intends to launch
an unmanned probe to Mars by July
2020. It is expected to complete the
approximately 60 million-kilometre
journey seven months later, on the
50th anniversary of the founding of
the country — a union of seven emirates on the Arabian Gulf.
Back on Earth, the UAE has been
gradually leaning into this new industry and joining the collective
effort into space exploration. The
project, dubbed “Hope Probe”, is
meant to collect atmospheric data
that may prove important to understanding climate change on Earth.
“Hope will work towards understanding the current state of the
Martian weather over a period of
one Martian year (780 days),” Sarah
Amiri, deputy project manager and
science lead, told The Arab Weekly.
“Understanding the overall dynamics of Mars’ weather today and
understanding the history of the
evolution of the weather and atmosphere will allow us to better understand the changes Earth is facing.
“EMM’s science investigation is a
piece of the puzzle that will allow
scientists to understand the changes
that occurred to Mars over millions
of years.”
Underlining the scientific importance of the mission, Amiri explained that the findings will assist
scientists across Earth better understand the dynamics behind climate
change and potentially lead to dis-

coveries on how to reverse the process. The venture into the unknown
will include a number of international partners, including educational institutions such as the Space
Science Lab at the University of California, Berkeley, and the Laboratory
for Atmospheric and Space Physics
at the University of Colorado, which
will develop the technology alongside MBRSC.
There are hopes that the mission
will mark the UAE as a pioneer in the
field while simultaneously forging
international bonds that have come
under considerable strain. While the
technical know-how of more experienced institutions will prove imperative to the success of the mission,
so too would contributions from
neighbouring nations.

The UAE has
invested up to $5.4
billion in developing
the space
exploration sector
“The aim, as was announced by
the UAE’s prime minister, is to make
the region an active generator of
knowledge, in supporting humanity and make the youth of the region
focus on progress and bridge the gap
between them and the youth in developed nations,” said Project Manager Omran Sharaf.
“The hope is not just to make the
UAE a major contributor to space exploration, but also the whole region
and for the benefit of humanity as a
whole,” he added.
A delegation from Bahrain’s National Space Science Agency, led by
its chairman, Mohammed Al Amer,
visited its Emirati counterparts in
July to explore potential collaboration.
“The two sides discussed opportunities for cooperation between the
various institutions operating in the
space sector and how to make the
most of their expertise in the fields
of technology and space science.

Both organisations are focusing on
developing the space industry, including implementing programmes
and scientific missions aimed at
training specialised space science
national cadres,” they said in a joint
statement.
Ibrahim Al Qasimi, deputy project
lead in charge of strategic planning,
underlined that“everyone is welcome to join the efforts of the mission in one capacity or another”.
“Scientists in the Arab world and
international scientists will be invited to make use of data sent back by
Hope Probe and help us understand
Mars better,” Qasimi said.
“Our partners at MBRSC have
always been chosen based on heritage. More importantly they are
chosen based on their willingness to
approach this partnership with good
will, take risks with us and treat it
like a true partnership.”
Qasimi argued that the “partnership ideology”, if permeated enough
into society, can result in a regional
unity much needed to recover from
the upheaval it faces today and it
would appear that a lot more hope is
riding on the Hope Probe than previously thought.
The size of a small car, the probe
is built from aluminium and will be
equipped with a star tracker and an
array of solar panels and thrusters.
It will include imaging equipment
and ultraviolet and infrared spectrometers that will help scientists
understand the dynamics of the atmosphere around Mars, the proportion of various elements and compounds in the atmosphere and the
mechanism by which hydrogen and
oxygen escape into space.
The UAE has invested up to $5.4
billion in developing the space exploration sector. Its mission to Mars
is expected to help provide a better
insight into the planet’s evolution.
Nadine Sayegh is a freelance
journalist based between Dubai and
Beirut, focusing on society, culture
and regional politics.

Daring. Sarah Amiri, deputy project manager of the United Arab
Emirates (UAE) Mars Mission, speaks during a ceremony to unveil
the mission, last May, in Dubai.
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Jordan’s cabinet bails out real estate market
Raied T. Shuqum

Amman

J

ordan’s cabinet is seeking
to stimulate the real estate
sector in the wake of a slowdown blamed on red tape by
the Greater Amman Municipality (GAM), which oversees private and public construction.
The slowdown, following record
high trading in 2014, triggered the
cabinet to announce incentives on
July 22nd to jump-start real estate
trading. The incentives, valid until the end of the year, include tax
reductions and registration fee and
fine exemptions.
The cabinet’s move is expected
to attract Jordanians and other
Arabs who have been investing in
land and apartment units across
relatively stable Jordan as violence
rattles the region from Syria to
Yemen.
Foreign Arab investors come
from Syria, Iraq, Libya and Yemen
and even petroleum-rich Saudi
Arabia and Kuwait, according to
Jordan Housing Developers Association (JHDA) President Kamal
Awamleh.
“In 2014, Iraqis topped the list of
non-Jordanian investors with 952
real estate deals, followed by Saudis at 822, Kuwaitis at 471 and Syrians with 445 deals,” Awamleh said.

In 2014, Iraqis
topped the list of
non-Jordanian
investors with 952
real estate deals
He said he did not have the
amounts for the foreign ownership
but he noted that the overall real
estate trading registered a record
$10.96 billion in 2014, 22% higher
than in 2013.
The Department of Lands and
Survey (DLS) said in its annual report that real estate transactions
in 2014 stood at 105,643. Of the total, non-Jordanians accounted for
5,170 purchase transactions at an

estimated value of $692 million, a
21% increase over 2013.
The value of non-Jordanian
apartment purchases amounted to
$443 million, while land purchases
reached $248 million, DLS said.
Still, Awamleh insisted that performance could have been much
better.
“The real estate sector witnessed a slowdown due to GAM’s
measures,” Awamleh stressed. He
pointed out that they included
time-consuming paperwork, limitations on the number of flats each
building can have and long delays
in connecting new buildings to utilities, such as water, electricity and
sewage.

The value of
non-Jordanian
apartment
purchases amounted
to $443 million
“Developers want to construct
buildings with 15 smaller apartments but GAM forces them to
build only ten,” he said. He said the
guidelines resulted in larger apartments that a majority of Jordanians cannot afford and led to fewer
housing projects being built.
The cabinet’s incentives coincided with agreements between housing investors and GAM to speed up
licencing and registration measures, Awamleh said. He said GAM’s
delays had caused financial losses
for housing companies.
During the first six months of
2015, real estate trading saw an
11% drop to $4.83 billion, down
from $5.42 billion recorded during the corresponding period in
2014, according to DLS figures. In
June, trading in the real estate sector dropped 18% to $840 million,
down from $1 billion in June 2014,
the figures showed.
“Early 2015 has been a tough
period for developers and buyers
alike,” Awamleh lamented.
As a result, government revenues in six months starting in January declined 13%, standing at $258
million, compared with $296 mil-

Newly built apartment buildings in the suburbs of Amman.
lion collected in the same period
of 2014. Under the government’s
incentives, the first 150 square
metres of homes 180 sq. metres or
smaller are exempt from registration fees, while any home larger
than 180 sq. metres has no exemptions. Additionally, registration
fees and tax levied on properties of
all sizes were halved to 5%.
The new rates apply on those
who buy more than one home. Under the previous regulation, registration and taxes of up to 20% were
levied on those who buy a second
home, which is largely considered
an investment. Other incentives
include exempting non-Jordanian
investors from fines related to delayed investments.
Mohammad Sawafieh, head of
DLS’s legal unit, said revenue generated from the fines totalled $2

million in 2014, $3.4 million in 2013
and $2.3 million in 2012.
Awamleh said investors would
lobby the government to extend
the incentives beyond 2016.
“The real estate sector contributes to the economic activity of
more than 40 other sectors,” which
Awamleh said would boost the
kingdom’s overall economic performance.
Awamleh, who described the incentives as “good news” for investors and buyers, said apartment
sales tripled since the decision. “We
expect sales to keep rising sharply
until the end of year,” he said.
Construction engineer Saleem
Nejmeh said the sale price of apartments of 180 sq. metres or less went
down slightly after the government’s incentives.
The cost of apartments, however,

did not because prices of steel and
other construction material increased during the first half of 2014,
Nijmeh said.
Prior to the decision, demand
was mostly focused on apartments
ranging from 120-150 sq. metres.
But with the new decision, buyers
started to look for apartments up to
180 sq. metres, Nijmeh said.
Salameh Ghandour, a bank employee, said he had been looking for
an apartment for several months.
He said the money he would save
on his new apartment would be
used on an extended honeymoon.
“That way, I will start a new life
as a happier man. A happy wife
makes a happier man,” he said.
Raied T. Shuqum, based in
Amman, has reported on regional
issues since 1999.

Tunisia’s troubled Syphax Airlines grounds flights

Syphax Airlines aeroplane.

Yassine Halila

Tunis

T

unisian privately owned
Syphax
Airlines
announced the “temporary
suspension” of all of its
flights to and from Tuni-

sia.
The International Air Transport
Authority (IATA), the global trade
association for the airline industry, instructed partner airlines and
agencies to cease business activity
with Syphax.
The IATA suspended Syphax from
the IATA Billing and Settlement Plan
(BSP), effectively forcing the Sfaxbased operator to ground its flights.
The IATA said the Tunisian airline had been suspended from the
BSP due to “non-compliance with
the Passenger Agency Conference
Resolutions concerning payment of

outstanding overdue balances”.
BSP is a system maintained by the
IATA to simplify sales and payments
of services and operations among
its 400 member airlines, which control 83% of worldwide air traffic.
Calling the IATA’s decision “sudden, surprising and obstructive”,
Syphax blamed flaws in the BSP
system but admitted to having “financial difficulties”, according to
the company’s lawyer Samia Maktouf.
Maktouf told Agence FrancePresse (AFP) that “the local, national and international contexts
have caused a crisis that is behind
this temporary suspension of Syphax Airlines’ activities”, referring
to the ailing Tunisian tourism sector, which was hard-hit by terrorist
attacks in March and June.
Since June, Syphax has reduced
flights, keeping mainly those to and
from Tunisia and France, due to a
drop in demand. Syphax proceeded

to wet lease one of its two A390s to
Morocco’s Royal Air Maroc for a few
weeks.
Beyond the fraught geopolitical
and economic context, Syphax had
struggled since its founding in 2011.
In 11 months, three different chief
executive officers succeeded founder Mohamed Frikha, who left the
company in September 2014.

Syphax and Frikha
have been silent in
the aftermath of the
crisis despite the
severe criticism of
the airline
In addition to instability in senior management, Syphax competed
with the state-owned national carrier Tunisair.
Along with the the displeasure of
its many creditors, Syphax has had

to deal with the wrath of infuriated
customers, some of whom were
stranded in airports.
The company provided an email
address where clients who booked
flights after July 30th can apply for
refunds.
Syphax and Frikha have been silent in the aftermath of the crisis
despite the severe criticism of the
airline. On August 7th, Syphax employees participated in a sit-in in
front of the company’s Tunis headquarters.
They demanded intervention
from the government to save the
company and their jobs.
The airline will have to defend itself in court, too, as a collection of
employees, shareholders and ticketholders is suing the company for
refunds and damages.
Even though the amount of Syphax’s outstanding debts is unknown, Tunisian media speculated
the airline will resort to “law #95”,

which permits restructuring of failing companies.
A government-sponsored bailout
package is possible as well. On August 10th, a special cabinet meeting requested the government’s
Bureau of Assistance to Struggling
Enterprises examine the Syphax
case “with special consideration to
the social aspect of the company,
namely its employees and technicians”, according to government
spokesman Dhafer Neji.
This sudden crisis deals a hard
blow to Syphax’s ambitions. The
airline planned to inaugurate direct
flights to and from Tunis, Montreal, New York and Beijing and had
placed orders to expand its fleet,
composed of two A390-100 aeroplanes. Last month, Syphax cancelled an order for three A320-200s
placed in 2013.
Yassine Halila is an Arab Weekly
contributor in Tunis.

September 4, 2015

19

Economy

Lebanon’s
farmers struggle
to transport fruits
of their labour
Hashem Osseiran

Bekaa valley, Lebanon

R

eeling from the closure
of the last functioning
gateway through Syria to
Jordan, Lebanon’s most
important farming region
finds itself in the grip of an export
crisis that threatens the livelihoods
of local farmers.
Overseeing the harvest of potatoes from his land in the Bekaa valley in eastern Lebanon, farmer and
agricultural engineer Rabih Skaff
said the state of the agricultural
sector could be calculated with this
simple formula:
“When goods could be exported,
the sector is good, prices are good
and demand is good. But if exports
are weak, then the produce accumulates and is eventually thrown
away, leaving farmers unable to
cover the cost of production,” Skaff
said.
Skaff oversees approximately 300
hectares of land near the village of
Saadnayel. His main clients are potato chip factories. His business,
which relies heavily on the export
of his products, was deeply affected by the closure of the land export
route through Syria.
“In the beginning of the season
it was an all-out crisis. Farmers
were heading towards their doom
because they had been suffering
losses for two years,” he said. “A lot
of farmers were also going to prison
because they weren’t generating
enough money to pay back their
dues.”

87%
of maritime
exports increased
in the second half
of 2015
Exports of agricultural products
have fluctuated widely over the
last four years. In 2011, following
the outbreak of the conflict in Syria,
exports fell more than 10%, according to a report from the Investment
Development Authority of Lebanon (IDAL). One year later, farmers
found alternative and more secure
trade routes through Syria, allowing for the sector’s shy recovery.
But in April 2015, clashes between rebels and Syrian government forces near the Nasib border

Briefs
Qatar exports
plunge
Energy-rich
Qatar’s
exports
plunged more than 40% in value in
the year through July 2015, on the
back of a slump in petrol and hydrocarbon sales, official figures indicated.
State news agency QNA, citing
figures from the Development Planning and Statistics Ministry, said
exports for July totalled $6.5 billion. The figure represented a drop
of about 1% in June but a massive
41.7% fall compared to July 2014,
QNA said.
Petrol and hydrocarbon exports
slumped 40.5% to $4.3 billion.
The figures showed that imports
had risen 13% month-on-month and
Qatar’s biggest imports were helicopters, planes and cars.
(Agence France-Presse)

crossing forced the closure of the
last functioning passage between
Jordan and Syria, cutting off a vital
transportation route from Lebanon
to Jordan and the Gulf.
Two months following the closure, Lebanese agriculture exports
dropped 35% and the total volume
of exports by land went down 87%,
IDAL Chairman Nabil Itani announced in August.
The move complicated farmers’
access to Lebanon’s main export
market, which includes Syria, the
United Arab Emirates and Saudi
Arabia. The three countries received 38% of agricultural exports
in 2012, according to IDAL. With
current conditions, farmers and
industrialists can access only Syria
via land routes. Other countries require more costly maritime or air
shipping.

Iraq minister
outlines
electricity woes

There is too much
produce and they
are all going
to waste
In an attempt to compensate for
additional costs incurred in using
sea routes, the Lebanese government in July, approved a $21 million
loan to subsidise exports of agricultural produce and industrial goods
over a seven-month period.
The loan granted to IDAL was
used to fund the Exports Maritime
Bridge programme, which provides subsidies of $1,750-$2,250 per
truckload of exported produce from
the Port of Beirut to either Aqaba,
Jordan, or Duba, Saudi Arabia.
The programme went into effect
in August, making it too soon to
evaluate its effectiveness but maritime exports increased 87% in the
second half of 2015, according to
figures announced by Itani. That
suggests farmers and industrialists
may be adapting to changes in export methods.
They described the move as a
short-term fix for a long-term problem, arguing that the subsidies
would only last for seven months.
“This is not a long-term solution.
It is not sustainable,” said Antoine
Howayek, president of the Lebanese Farmers Association. “A suitable solution should allow farmers
and industrialists to export products by sea on a continuous basis.”
Howayek criticised the government for restricting which shipping
companies could be used for export
when cheaper alternatives could
have been available. He described
the operation “as a means for political mafias to make money”.

Farmers picking potato crops in the Bekaa valley, eastern Lebanon.
The maritime rescue plan was
also criticised by Tony Tohme,
president of the Economy Committee at the Chamber of Commerce
and Agriculture of Zahleh, who said
that the solution was long overdue.
“Land routes near the Nasib
crossing have been facing problems
for three to four years. The government should have had a plan B from
the start but it didn’t,” Tohme said.
He noted that the industry was not
fully ready for maritime export and
criticised the government for taking time to find a solution. “A lot
of farmers faced heavy losses and
many of them have gone to jail
because they couldn’t cover their
costs,” he lamented.
According to Tohme, not all
products can be traded easily via
sea routes. “Crops like parsley,
cherries and lettuce need to be delivered fresh, which means that
they need to be shipped continuously,” he said.

Experts also warned that Lebanese farmers’ struggles are not restricted to the higher costs incurred
by maritime export. The lack of
exports has generated abundant
quantities of crops in domestic
markets, which caused the prices
of many vegetables and fruits to
fall more than 50%, according to
figures provided by the Lebanese
Farmers Association.
“There is too much produce and
they are all going to waste,” Elie
Garios, a Zahle farmer who provides fruit and vegetables to local
markets, said from his packaging
centre.
“Take parsley for example. If the
Lebanese population starts consuming just parsley for breakfast
lunch and dinner, then demand
may meet supply,” he said mockingly.
Hashem Osseiran is a reporter
based in Beirut.

Iraq’s electricity minister outlined
problems that contributed to abysmal power services, which have
sparked widespread public anger
and protests.
Qassem al-Fahdawi, who was
questioned in parliament on Iraq’s
electricity woes since he took office
in 2014, criticised his predecessors
for “focusing almost exclusively on
production” at the expense of developing the distribution network to
raise output.
The main example was Baghdad,
he said, where the grid’s capacity
was a maximum of 3,500 megawatts
(MW), regardless of production levels. He reported a major production shortfall throughout Iraq, with
demand in summer 2015 reaching
21,000 MW while output was 13,400
MW.
Among problems were a major
funding shortfall, more than 40,000
non-essential employees and a fuel
shortage for gas-powered plants.
(Agence France-Presse)

Algeria to cut
spending next
year
Algeria’s government said it will
cut spending by 9% in 2016 due to
the drastic fall in global oil prices
as the petroleum and gas producer
tries to counter the drop in energy
revenues that account for 60% of its
budget.
Algeria has more than $150 billion
in foreign reserves and little foreign
debt but it relies heavily on oil and
gas revenues for a vast welfare programme for everything from housing to subsidised electricity, food
and fuel that have helped ease social
tensions.
The government had already
announced a 1.3% cut in the 2015
budget after it said the fall in world
crude prices would slash its energy
earnings 50%.
“We need courageous decisions
for 2016, so we have decided on a 9%
cut in the budget,” Prime Minister
Abdelmalek Sellal told local government officials, state media reported.
Echoing past government announcements that the oil price drop
will not affect public subsidies, Sellal said the 2016 cutbacks would not
impact housing, health or education. He said the government still
expects economic growth of 4.6%
of gross domestic product in 2016,
compared with an expected 4% for
2015.
(Reuters)
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Tunisia’s
economic woes
are concern
to majority, poll
shows
The Arab Weekly staff

Washington and Tunis

T

unisians are frustrated
by their country’s stagnant economy and worried about its future, a
poll conducted in summer 2015 by the Washington-based
International Republican Institute
(IRI) concluded. Tunisian and US
pollsters interviewed 1,225 Tunisians over the age of 18.
When asked about the overall
economic situation in Tunisia, 60%
of respondents said it was “very
bad” and another 21% called it
“somewhat bad”. Only 18% of Tunisians said the economy was performing well.

When asked about
the overall economic
situation in Tunisia,
60% of respondents
said it was “very
bad”
Asked to rank the biggest problem
confronting Tunisia, 61% ranked
unemployment either first or second; 34% ranked terrorism first or
second (the poll was completed,
however, prior to the terrorist attack in Sousse). More broadly, 72%
of those asked said Tunisia is “going
in the wrong direction”, compared
with 21% who expressed satisfac-

tion with the country’s evolution.
Recent economic data tend to
corroborate pessimistic forecasts.
Official figures show current gross
domestic product (GDP) growth at
no more than 0.7%, far below what
is necessary to bolster employment
and personal income, and showed
an increase of unemployment to
more than 15%.
Both estimates may deteriorate
further as the tourism sector remains in crisis following the Sousse
terrorist attack in June.
While Tunisians remain supportive of their democracy — 73% of
respondents declared themselves
“very” or “somewhat” satisfied
with the political system — the poll
captured potentially disturbing
trends. For example, when offered a
choice between “a stable and prosperous Tunisia” that would be ruled
by an “authoritarian government”
or a “democratic government” that
would lead to an “unstable and insecure Tunisia”, 58% of Tunisians
queried chose “stability and prosperity” over “democracy”; 36%
rated “democracy” as the higher
value.
By contrast, a similar question
posed to Tunisians in January 2012
resulted in 70% of those asked rated
“democracy” over “stability and
prosperity”. This dramatic shift reflects the toll that the economic crisis and the rise in terrorist incidents
have had on the Tunisian public
over the past three years. It also
reveals that, as eager as Tunisians
were in 2012 to establish a demo-

Source: IRI poll (August 2015)
cratic system, any form of government ultimately will be assessed
on performance and ability to meet
peoples’ needs.
Tunisian constitutional jurist and
university professor Amine Mahfoudh says much has to do with the
proportional voting system adopted
during the 2014 elections and which
did not allow any political party
to win a clear majority. “The legal
choices made did serve the political and economic stability. This explains why so many Tunisians [say]
that security and stability are more
important than the political process,” he said. Mahfoudh called for
amending the electoral code so Tunisia could “implement the democratic project while safeguarding
security and stability”.
Tunisians by a 27-point margin
— 57%-30% — said the 2014 parliamentary elections were “transparent and credible” and 65% said they
were “likely” or “somewhat likely”
to vote in municipal and regional
elections in 2016.

At the personal level, Tunisia’s
elected leaders remain popular.
President Beji Caid Essebsi enjoys
an approval rating of 61% while
Prime Minister Habib Essid’s performance was approved by 54% of
respondents.

73%

of respondents
declared
themselves “very”
or “somewhat”
satisfied with the
political system
A closer look at the poll results
uncovers positive trends. For example, by overwhelming numbers Tunisians expressed a desire to more
actively engage in the world economy. Nearly 80% of poll participants

said that foreign companies investing and building factories in Tunisia
were “very good” for the economy.
Tunisians also revealed a strong
entrepreneurial spirit: 81% told pollsters that the government should
turn over state-owned land to individual farmers and entrepreneurs.
When Tunisians were asked what
would be their ideal form of employment, the number one answer
— with 36% — was “self-employed
or owner of a small business.” Foreign investors and aid agencies
should consider the ramifications of
these responses.
The IRI poll shows that Tunisians
clearly want their democracy to
work and are willing to give it time.
But equally clear is the fact that
without real economic progress,
Tunisians will increasingly turn
sour on their political system.
“The democratic project still constitutes the dream of Tunisians. But
the most important thing for the
country’s citizens is the feeling of
security,” Mahfoudh said.

Turkey’s soft power of TV drama

Modernist portrayal contradicts fraying of Turkish women rights
Tamara Juburi

London

T

urkish soap operas are
eagerly watched across
the Middle East, providing for some Arab women
a model of a liberated female. But the growing Islamisation
of public and private life under Turkey’s ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP) has meant that,
even for many Turkish women, the
characters depicted on such programmes are a far cry from reality.
One of the most successful TV
dramas was Gumus, which aired in
2008. The Middle East Broadcasting Corporation said about 85 million people, more than 51 million
of them women, watched the final
episode. The story starts as a ragsto-riches tale in which a small-town
girl, Noor, is married off to a wealthy
heir, Muhanned.

Turkey has benefited
from its newly found
soft power among its
Arab neighbours
The premise is that Muhanned,
who is yet to recover from the death
of his pregnant girlfriend, refuses
to marry Noor. As the storyline develops, attention shifts to greater
issues generally confined to the private sphere, including adultery, arranged marriage, abortion and rape.
It also portrays the idealistic, if
not highly romanticised, marriage

between Muhanned and Noor as a
marriage of equals. Their relationship is somewhat utopian for Arab
women, who encouraged their husbands to emulate what they thought
was a typical Turkish husband.
Turkey has benefited from its
newly found soft power among its
Arab neighbours. Figures from the
Turkish Ministry of Culture and
Tourism reveal a steady increase
in visitors, particularly from Gulf
countries, with a 34% increase in
visitors from Saudi Arabia, in the
years following the airing of Gumus.
Leyla Simsek-Rathke, from Equality Watch Women’s Group, an Istanbul non-governmental organisation
fighting for gender equality, said
that “since the 1990s the flourishing
advertising industry and TV dramas
have created numerous modern female ideals that left traces in public
memory… Women are influenced
by those remarkably strong female
characters, though these characters
are also put in grave conflicts under
patriarchal regimes.”
Many Arab women live vicariously through the Turkish characters
due to slow reforms in their own
countries. According to the World
Economic Forum’s Global Gender
Gap Report, Arab nations lag behind
most others in such reforms.
Thus, these television programmes are useful in inviting Arab
women to reflect on their positions
at home and in society at large. They
also challenge the assumption that
modernism and piety are mutually
exclusive: characters are often portrayed as engaging in premarital sex
and consuming alcohol.

A Saudi family watching the Turkish soap opera Gumus in Jeddah.
On the surface this may portray
women as being free, yet this distracts from the female protagonist’s
greater goals, such as gaining the
respect of a dominant male figure,
most often her husband.
“In many of those productions
these strong women are successfully incorporated in conformist structures of family and marriage. In the
end these stories mostly reflect a
male desire for strong but manageable and honourable women,” said
Simsek-Rathke.
Nevertheless, the image of the
modern and self-sufficient woman
portrayed in the productions is
coming under threat. Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan has
been criticised for increased conservatism, often disproportionately
affecting women.

Turkish Deputy Prime Minister
Bulent Arinc made headlines recently for telling a woman in parliament, ”You, as a woman, be quiet.”
Ozlem Altiok, also from Equality Watch Women’s Group, said,
“Women’s bodies, roles and status
in society have always been fundamental for the launching and
consolidation of different political
projects in Turkey.
“The statement is equally true
for Arab societies. Think of Nasser
in Egypt. Think of Shah Pahlavi in
the 1920s and then the ayatollahs in
Iran in the aftermath of 1979. In this
sense, the instrumentalisation of
women’s issues does not constitute
a rupture.”
Turkey was once considered a
pioneer in terms of women’s rights.
The first decade after the establish-

ment of the republic in 1923 saw
education reforms, the adoption of
a new civil code and the granting of
suffrage. Republic founder Mustafa
Kemal Ataturk is considered a hero
for valuing women’s roles so highly.
“The modernisation processes
that sped up, especially after the establishment of the Turkish Republic, allowed women an existence in
public life. Women took part in independence war and gained equal
citizenship,” Simsek-Rathke said.
These ideas have become detached from Turkish society, as
shown by Erdogan’s comment at a
summit on women and justice that
gender equality is not realistic ”because it goes against the laws of nature”.
The limitation of reform is that
it has always been an abrupt introduction of legislation rather than a
result of natural social processes.
The irony is that the rights of women are being held hostage by the
political elite, the vast majority of
whom are men, both in Turkey as
well as Arab countries.
”This is a call to undermine the
accomplishments of earlier feminist movements,” says Altiok.
“The struggle to make gender
equality a reality, the movement
to establish this simple idea that
women are persons in their own
right — and not just sisters, wives
or mothers to men — has been
there for a long time. The backlash
against the idea has also always
been there.”
Tamara Juburi is an Arab Weekly
contributor in London.
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A new generation of ‘war missing’ in Syria
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

W

hile in Lebanon
people are struggling to learn the
truth about what
happened to those
who vanished 30 years ago, the civil
war in Syria is creating a new generation of “the missing”.
Thousands of families across
Syria have had no news about relatives for months, amid conflicting
reports about the number of missing since the fighting began in 2011.
A report from the Syrian Network
for Human Rights and Euro-Mediterranean Human Rights Monitor,
to mark the International Day of the
Disappeared on August 30th, said
as many as 67,651 “victims of forced
disappearance” have been recorded
in Syria during the past four years.
The report said regime forces are
responsible for about 96% of the
documented disappearances and
other armed groups, including the
Islamic State (ISIS), Kurdish forces
and al-Nusra Front, are responsible
for approximately 2,400.

It will be almost
impossible to have
an accurate figure of
the people
unaccounted for in
the Syrian war
According to the report, individuals detained by regime forces
include 58,148 civilians, with 3,879
children and 2,145 women among
them. The largest number of abductions, 25,276, occurred in 2012.
But Mahmoud Merhi, head of
the Arab Organisation for Human
Rights, stressed it was difficult to
determine an accurate figure of the
missing “in view of the file’s complexity and the fact that it is entangled with the issue of prisoners and
detainees”.
Merhi noted, for example, that
Jaysh al-Islam in Douma, in the

eastern part of rural Damascus,
has three detention centres where
thousands of people are believed to
be held.
“According to our information,
there are some 4,000 detainees and
these figure among the missing, including 700 men, women and children who disappeared when the
group seized control of Adra, near
Damascus, a year ago,” Merhi said.
The number of missing includes
hundreds of unidentified bodies
found on so-called death roads in
the outskirts of Damascus, Merhi
contended.
The dead were unknown people
whom families and human rights
groups consider missing.
“Activists took photos of the
dead and posted them on social
media platforms with the hope that
they could be identified. A missing
youth from the town of Kfeir Yabous was identified in that way but
tens of corpses have been buried in
an improvised cemetery, dubbed
the ‘cemetery of strangers’ in Moadamiya, without being identified,”
Merhi added.
The government set up a Ministry
of National Reconciliation, while
civil society groups and local reconciliation committees engaged in
tracing the missing.
Many disappeared in the intimidating interior of the regime’s “security branches”, where interrogation and torture are carried out, and
their families are afraid to inquire
about them, notifying instead the
local “national reconciliation committees”.
Sheikh Jaber Issa, head of the
Popular Reconciliation committees
in Syria, said local committees have
registered 4,200 as “kidnapped”,
including civilians and military
personnel, in addition to another
3,400 whose families have no news
about them.
“Through our contacts with
the various parties active on the
ground, we have succeeded in clarifying the fate of some 2,800 people
who were detained by both, the
authorities and rebel groups,” Issa
said.
Tracing the missing in areas out-

side state control, especially in ISISheld territory, is an even more complex endeavour. The jihadist group
is believed to be holding thousands
of military personnel and civilians,
including Italian Jesuit priest Paolo
Dall’oglio, who disappeared in July
2013.
In Hasakah and Deir ez-Zor, in
eastern Syria, scores of people have
disappeared at the hands of ISIS
and Kurdish People’s Protection
Units (YPG).

Regime forces are
responsible for
about 96% of the
documented
disappearances
According to tribal leader Sheikh
Ali Alawa, who heads the al-Shaitat
tribe in rural Deir ez-Zor, ISIS committed summary executions of
members of the group after they resisted the group’s expansion.
“They slaughtered more than
1,700 people during the invasion
of our villages in June 2014. Some
1,200 bodies, including 150 children, were later discovered in five
mass graves and, until this moment, the fate of 1,000 other members of the tribe is still unknown,”
Alawa said.
Activists of the social media campaign “Deir ez-Zor is being slaughtered silently” have been documenting the names of the missing
in the city.
“We have registered 425, including 400 held by ISIS and 25 who had
disappeared in the governmentcontrolled part of Deir ez-Zor,” said
activist Jad al-Shami, stressing that
many are believed to be dead.
“For instance, a list of 500 people
killed by ISIS was leaked to us last
April by a member of the group. The
names on that list figured among
the missing,” Shami said. The Turkey-based “Syrian government in
exile” has set up a special apparatus
within one of its ministries to keep
track of the number of missing. A
recent statement said “those who
have been reported missing until
the middle of this year exceeded

A demonstrator holds a picture of a missing relative during a
protest against Syria’s President Bashar Assad in Baba Amro, near
Homs, in 2012.
30,000,” some of whom were later
found to have been killed in the
fighting.
It will be almost impossible to
have an accurate figure of the people unaccounted for in the Syrian war, where hundreds of armed
groups and gangs have indulged in
kidnappings and killings for different reasons — political, social and to

extract ransom.
With a living example in Lebanon, Syria will probably be struggling to clarify the fate of its “missing of war” for decades.
Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based
journalist and regular contributor
to The Arab Weekly. He has been
covering Syria since 1995.

Unending ordeal for families of the missing in Lebanon
Samar Kadi

Beirut

O

dette Salem never gave
up searching for her
missing children until
the last minute of her
life. She died six years
ago while crossing a road to the
tent in Beirut where families of
thousands of Lebanese who disappeared during the 1975-90 civil war
had been campaigning to clarify
their fate.
For each family there is a painful
moment when a loved one — a father, a brother, a mother or a child
— disappeared. Dalal Mortada, remembers hers clearly. Now 45, with
children and grandchildren of her
own, she was 12 when her brother
Youssef went missing during the
1982 Israeli invasion of Lebanon.

A quarter of a
century after the
war, there is no
official count or list
of names of the
missing
“Youssef disappeared in Khalde
(south of Beirut) along with 18 other comrades while fighting against
the Israelis. He was 21,” Mortada
said.
“We searched for him everywhere, paid a lot of money to have
some news, without success. Every
time, there was a repatriation of
bodies from Israel, we hoped to find
him but he was not among them.”

Mortada said her mother died
without knowing what happened
to her son but made her other
children promise to continue the
search. “She had this only wish in
her life, to see Youssef before she
died,” Mortada said.
For Racha Jomaa, the pain is
vivid. She was 5 years old when her
mother went missing while travelling from Sidon to Beirut in 1986.
As a child, Jomaa could not understand why her mother was absent.
“They told me she had travelled
but, when I became 15, I knew what
happened and have since started
contacting NGOs [non-governmental organisations] and families of
missing people to push for a clarification of their fate,” she said.
Her brother gave up on finding their mother five years ago but
Jomaa, now 35 and the mother of
an 8-month-old boy, is not budging. She said, friends and relatives
try to discourage her. “I tell them
this is my mother and it is my right
to know if she is still there. Even if
she is dead, I want to know,” Jomaa
said.
A quarter of a century after the
war, there is no official count or list
of names of the missing in Lebanon, although they are believed to
total as many as 17,000. That figure
is largely overestimated, according
to NGOs and human rights organisations. The government passed a
law in 1995 declaring anyone missing for more than four years legally
dead. Most of the missing are likely
dead after being kidnapped by rival
Lebanese militias during the war,
which saw multiple sectarian massacres. Lebanese officials, some of

whom are former militia leaders,
have been reluctant to deal with the
issue, fearing that digging too deep
could inflame old hostilities.

“The issue of the
missing is far from
being a priority in
Lebanon.”
Many families believe their missing kin are held in Syrian prisons.
Damascus had the upper hand in
Lebanon for many years, during
and after the civil war.
Justine Di Mayo, director of Act
for the Disappeared, a Lebanese
human rights association, contends

that the delay in resolving the issue
is due to the lack of political will
in addition to economic, political
and security crises the country has
faced since the end of the civil war.
“The issue of the missing is far
from being a priority in Lebanon,”
Di Mayo said. “When we tell the
public we are working on clarifying
the fate of the disappeared, they respond ‘Since they are all dead what
are you looking for?’ or ‘We have
crises and more than 1 million refugees’ from Syria to worry about.
“It is very difficult for them to
understand that even if they are
all dead, the families need to know
what happened to their loved ones
in order to find closure.”
The families have pushed for a

A Lebanese woman holds a picture of a relative who went missing
during the civil war, during a demonstration in 2014.

national commission on Lebanon’s
disappeared and a draft law calling
for the creation of such a body to
investigate the fate of the missing
and locate and exhume the mass
graves and identify remains is before parliament. However, given
Lebanon’s general parliamentary
deadlock, the law is not expected to
pass soon.

The government
passed a law in 1995
declaring anyone
missing for more
than four years
legally dead
Humanitarian organisations have
stepped in to help resolve the issue.
The International Committee for
the Red Cross (ICRC) has conducted extensive forensic interviews
with families of the disappeared
and awaits government approval
to establish a DNA database to help
identify bodies when mass graves
are opened.
Act for the Disappeared started a
project to locate burial sites and determine who might be buried in the
graves. The hope of knowing what
happened to their loved ones is
what keeps the families of the missing fighting.
“Even if he is dead, we hope to
bury his (her brother’s) remains and
have a tomb for him, which we can
visit,” Mortada contended.
“I always feel that she (her mother) is alive. Thirty years of our life
together are gone. I have to know
what happened to her. This is the
least of my rights,” Jomaa said.
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Egypt short of
cash to build its
Grand Museum
Amr Emam

Cairo

E

gypt is finding it hard to
raise funds to complete
construction of its largest museum, which is being built in north-western

Cairo.
Construction of the Grand Egyptian Museum started in 2005 and
was expected to be completed in
2015. However, ten years after work
began, the museum is still under
construction because of a lack of
funds.
“The government is facing a very
tough trouble, one related to the
necessary finance for constructing the museum,” said Abdel Halim
Nour Eddin, the former head of the
state-run National Council of Antiquities. “Now, the government is
addressing some donor countries to
contribute the needed funds but the
money is not easy to come by.”

The Grand Egyptian
Museum is expected
to house 100,000
artefacts
When museum work started in
2005, construction was estimated
to cost $800 million. The Egyptian
government contributed about $38
million. Donor states, such as Japan
and Italy, also contributed funds.
However, only half the funds
needed are available, according to
Tarek Sayed Tawfik, general supervisor of the museum.
When completed, the museum is
expected to be one of the largest in

the world. Constructed on a space
of 470,000 square metres, the structure is to include the main museum,
a conference centre, auxiliary buildings, including restaurants, cafés
and parking lots and a large landscaped area.
The Grand Egyptian Museum is
expected to house 100,000 artefacts, including 3,300 pieces from
18th dynasty King Tutankhamen.
The halls of the museum will showcase 50,000 pharaonic pieces with
the remaining objects kept at museum warehouses.
Some important artefacts are expected to be moved from the Egyptian Museum in Cairo’s Tahrir Square
to the new museum. The Egyptian
Museum was inaugurated in 1902.
It has a neo-classic style, housing
more than 140,000 artefacts.
With hundreds of thousands of
visitors every year — the highest
number of visitors to the Egyptian
Museum in Cairo in a single year
reached 2.5 million before 2011, according to the Antiquities Ministry
— overcrowding has become a problem at the building. The museum’s
location in crowded Tahrir Square
makes securing tourists difficult.
Worse, the museum was the scene
of looting during the 18-day uprising
in early 2011.
Now, Egyptian officials pin their
hopes on the new project to be an
international heritage hub that
showcases archaeological wonders
made more than 7,000 years of civilisation.
It is 2 kilometres from the Giza
Plateau, which was declared a World
Heritage site by UNESCO in 1997. It
is situated between the plateau and
the modern part of Cairo.
Feasibility studies of the project

Egypt’s Antiquities Minister Mamdouh el-Damaty speaks during a news conference at the Grand
Egyptian Museum in Giza, Egypt, on August 25, 2015.
estimate the number of visitors to
the museum and the Giza pyramids
at 5 million every year. In 2020, the
number of museum visitors is expected to rise to 8 million, which
will create demand for hotels, recreational parks and cultural centres.
In 2006, Egypt moved the mammoth statue of King Ramses II from
Ramses Square in central Cairo to
the museum site in an event that received local and international media
attention. The statue’s journey was
part of a government campaign to
promote the Grand Egyptian Museum.
A board of directors, which includes several well-known international figures, is expected to be
responsible for managing the Grand
Egyptian Museum when its construction is completed, according to
Antiquities Minister Mamdouh alDamati. Sayed says the international
board of directors will also be used

in marketing the museum.
At the site of the project, construction workers seemed to be as
committed to completing their work
on schedule. Yellow helmet-wearing
engineers instructed workers while
trucks carried construction materials to and from the site.

Egyptian officials
pin their hopes on
the new project to be
an international
heritage hub
Inside completed sections of the
museum, archaeologists renovated
about 4,000 threatened artefacts,
according to Essa Zein, the head of
the Renovation Committee of the
Antiquities Ministry. He added that
23,500 artefacts have been moved
from the Egyptian Museum to the
new facility.

Outside the fence of the site a
digital billboard read: 450 days remaining (before inauguration of the
museum). However, Nour Eddin,
who was the first supervisor of the
Grand Egyptian Museum years ago,
does not believe it. He expects work
on the museum not to be finalised
before 2018. “The problem was that
Egypt started the construction of
two museums at one and the same
time, namely the Museum of Civilisation in southern Cairo and the
Grand Egyptian Museum, in northwestern Cairo,” Nour Eddin said.
“The two projects have squeezed
the budget of the Antiquities Ministry dry of cash.”
Damati conceded the financial
problems facing the completion of
the project during a press briefing
recently.
He said while work has not
stopped at the museum, the lack of
funds has reduced its intensity.

Damascus Opera House offers respite to war-weary Syrians
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

N

early five years of a devastating conflict did not
stop Syrians from enjoying the music at the
Damascus Opera House,
which opened in August as part of
the Arab Music Festival, defying
mortars and bombs that occasionally rain down on the city.
The event brought a small respite
to war-weary Syrians, who flocked
to the opera house to take in concerts and performances by leading
Syrian artists.
The first Arab Music Festival came
after several years of war had largely
muzzled the opera. “We wanted
for this edition to be special and
varied. That’s why we have invited
Syrian artists from different generations performing different musical
genres,” Opera House Director Juan
Karajoli said in an interview with
The Arab Weekly.
The event was supposed to feature Arab artists from different nationalities but participation was
limited to Syrian performers for security reasons.
The festival showcased popular
local singers, including Shadi Jamil,
famous for his traditional Aleppostyle songs, Mayada Bselis and opera singer Bushra Mahfoud.
Organisers and artists said they
were amazed and touched by the
size of the audiences that packed
the main hall of the opera house on
opening night and for subsequent
concerts.
“The Aleppo music genre is extremely popular among Syrians at
large. That is why I was not really

The National Orchestra for Arabic Music
surprised by the big crowd, which
was essentially made up of residents
of Aleppo who had to flee their
homes because of the war,” Jamil
said.
“When I saw how immersed they
were in the music, which made
them forget, just even for a while,
the calamity that befell on their
city and their livelihood, I felt that
I should be more generous in my
performance in order to bring some
happiness to their hearts.”
The opening featured the National
Orchestra for Arabic Music, under
conductor Adnan Fathallah, which
accompanied Bselis. “I can certify
that the enthusiasm that the large
audience showed that night was
exceptional and even better than
what I have witnessed during peace
time,” Fathallah said.
“This proves that, despite its ugliness, the war has a positive impact

as it makes people even more attached to life and the wave of extremism that swept many regions
in the country, was an additional
incentive for Syrians to show openness and reject fanaticism.”

Despite security
hazards, music
lovers were keen on
taking advantage of
the cultural respite
Fathallah, a native of Yabroud in
the war-devastated Qalamoun area
north of Damascus, was not the only
performing maestro in the festival,
which also featured the Tarab Zahab
group under Aleppo musician Barrak Tannari, and two music groups
from Homs.
Inaugurated in 2004 as a showpiece cultural centre, the Opera

House, located on Umayyad Square
in a posh section of Damascus, was
hit by dozens of mortars shells in the
past few years.
However, despite security hazards, music lovers were keen on taking advantage of the cultural respite
the festival was offering.
Dozens of mortars and rockets
were fired on Damascus neighbourhoods on August 23rd but that did
not prevent fans of Syrian singer
Mais Harb from filling the Opera
House that evening.
Reina Hammoud said she was determined to attend that performance
after travelling a long distance from
Sweida in southern Syria.
“Mais is a friend of mine and we
share the same passion for music,
which I have studied at the music academy of Farid al-Atrash in
Sweida,” Hammoud said. “Mais is
also my idol and I would not miss an

opportunity to watch her sing live,
even if it meant to expose myself to
dangers.” On his part, Bashar Atrash,
a worker with the UN Children’s
Fund, UNICEF, said he had booked
his ticket to Harb’s concert a week
ahead and would not miss it for anything. “Mortars falling on people’s
heads have become part of the daily
life of Damascus residents. We have
adapted to such a situation and we
will not stop living.
We just got used to the hardships
of war,” Atrash said.
The Arab Music Festival was not
the only cultural event in war-torn
Syria this summer. The Wadi Festival in rural Homs was revived three
years after it had been suspended
due to the conflict.
Syrian Tourism Minister Bisher
Yazigi described the five-day event
as “proof that the Syrian people are
determined to have a life, in spite of
the five years of war, which largely
destroyed the country’s cultural and
touristic sites”.
During the festival, Yazigi announced the reopening of the crusaders’ castle, Krak des Chevaliers,
in Homs, after its rehabilitation. The
UNESCO World Heritage site was
damaged during battles that ended
when regime forces recaptured the
place from rebel groups in March
2014.
The Wadi Festival, an annual tradition organised by the Ministry of
Tourism, was suspended in 2012
when rebels seized a cluster of villages in the province, 50 kilometres
west of Homs.
“Culture Against All Odds” is the
motto of Karajoli, who took office
in summer 2014. Amid the chaos of
war, he said his ambition is “to raise
Damascus Opera House to the highest international standards”.
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Creative Dissent of Arab graffiti
Najwa Margaret Saad

Washington

A

common myth attributes
the Sphinx’s snub nose
to vandalism by Napoleon Bonaparte’s troops
during the 1798 French
military campaign in Egypt. Actually, Arab scholars of the Middle
Ages assigned the blame to Mohammed Sa’m al-Dahr, a fanatical Sufi
Muslim, who attacked the Sphinx
in 1378AD, was hanged for the crime
and buried nearby.
History is repeating itself as the
Islamic State (ISIS) group is destroying world heritage sites in Iraq and
Syria, the vast scale of which rivals
the Taliban’s shocking dynamiting
of Afghanistan’s famous Buddhas of
Bamiyan in 2001.
Destruction of art and historic
monuments violates part of what
makes us “civilised”.

The University of
Michigan and the
Arab American
National Museum
collaborated on this
exhibition
From the artistic images in the
35,000-year-old Maros caves in
Indonesia to the Chauvet Cave in
France, to modern-day graffiti, our
capacity to conceptualise, express
and create beauty whether functional or representational — provocative, pleasing or documentary — is
innately and uniquely human. Artists across the spectrum reflect the
mores of the time. They question
the status quo, in visual resistance
where others fear to tread.
The word “graffiti” is derived
from the Italian root “graffio”,
which means to scratch a wall. Graffiti is often a political barometer —
executed on an edgy leash creating
art which, after fleeting or intense
focus, may last only a day or endure
for decades. In cities, it reaches
high-density audiences with great
effect.
Recently, the Jerusalem Fund

Gallery in Washington hosted an exhibition called Creative Dissent, Arts
of the Arab World Uprisings showcasing dozens of examples of graffiti and murals created since 2011
in Egypt, Libya, the Palestinian Territories, Syria, Tunisia and Yemen.
The artwork was arranged by
country with satire and subversion
delivered in full colour, from subtle
to shocking, and poignantly profound, such as Tunisian mural The
String of Revolutionary Fists and Super Morsi from Tahrir Square.
Attributing graffiti to its original
artists is challenging but one of the
known artists in this exhibition is
Nadia Khiari, whose 2013 bright
blue cartoon image with sketches
of white cats called A Salafi’s Worst
Nightmare mocked anti-feminist
ideals embraced by the Salafist adherents.
Sounding walls portray disillusionment, hints of hope and despair
in the wake of the many uprisings.
Representing the Arab street, the
artists express rage against and
mockery of the establishment. A
Syrian artist painted Assad and Putin Love Affair, which appeared in
June 2012.
“These expressive media have
helped individuals unite, communicate, and make demands,” notes the
exhibit’s brochure, “while also enabling them to ridicule, attack, and
symbolically destroy perceived opponents.” Ultimately, this raw street
art, which is often quite refined,
“cultivate[s] a collective memory
within both real and virtual space”.
Egyptian artists painted graffiti
throughout Cairo — in written, abstract, figurative, serious and sarcastic formats — during the recent
turmoil. Art appears or changes after a night of intense painting — on
vigil watch for police. A video by
Bahia Shehab captured a cat-andmouse game between government
troops and the opposition. The
image of a boy facing a tank eerily
echoes that iconic moment when a
student faced down a tank in China’s Tiananmen Square during the
1989 uprising. This installation was
alternatively whitewashed by progovernment activists and repainted
by the opposition as the visual conflict raged.

A Salafi’s Worst Nightmare, Nadia Khiari, 2013.
During a panel discussion about
the role of graffiti, painting and photography as creative dissent, Egyptian photographer Amr Mounib
thanked Google for “immortalising
some of the moments [since] some
of the art is no longer there”. He
told The Arab Weekly, “The brush
and the camera are crucial to revolution.”
Bahia Shebab’s art was inspired
by the infamous “Blue bra” incident
during which soldiers ripped the
blouse off a female protester. Monib
described how this event, first captured in a photograph, led to the bra
as artifice to reflect women protesters’ vulnerability, their prominent
role in the revolution and hopes
crushed under the brutality and
moral conservatism of successive
regimes.
Walking around Cairo today is

very different. The government has
whitewashed most of the graffiti to
neutralise the atmosphere for tourists whose spending is vital to the
economy. The voices of wall art are
furtive but subdued.
Egyptian-American artist Mona
el-Bayoumi’s large unstretched canvas paintings were prominently displayed. Her purposely “movable”
art folds to travel.
Among other themes, the compositions reflect her opposition to
Egypt’s relationship with the United States, depicting its dependence
on foreign aid as a bird standing on
a weak pedestal. She incorporates
symbols of pharaonic style: gods,
eyes, hearts and the key of life on a
cobalt blue ground, inspired by the
enduring pigments on tombs and
temples in the Valley of the Kings.
Gallery Director Dagmar Painter

offered context showing images of
the Berlin Wall and of British graffiti artist Banksy’s wall art in Gaza
featuring cats. Reportedly, Banksy
reasoned that since the most popular YouTube videos feature cats,
he hoped the feline theme might
reach Americans. The University
of Michigan and the Arab American
National Museum collaborated on
this exhibition. It was curated by
Christiane Gruber and Nama Khalil.
Founded in 1977, The Jerusalem
Fund is the oldest Palestine-focused
institution in the United States. Its
gallery and programmes fill a void,
making it a valued venue for devotees of Middle Eastern politics, arts
and culture.

films.”
When asked why the film was set
during World War I, he said it reflected the Arab revolt. It started in
Medina and Mecca and was about
to move north to what now is Jordan. He wanted the film to mirror
Theeb’s existential crisis with the
revolt.

The British officer is based on
two historical characters: MajorGeneral Herbert Garland and Lieutenant-Colonel Stewart Francis
Newcombe. Garland invented the
Garland mine, which was used to
damage railways.
The film is based on a quote
about Newcombe who Arabs said

was like fire: He burns friend and
enemy alike.
A beautifully directed action
adventure film, Theeb shows how
people can survive with basic skills
and knowledge.

Najwa Margaret Saad is a
Washington correspondent for
The Arab Weekly.

Theeb: Bedouin
adventure in a time
of war
Dunia El-Zobaidi

London

A

coming-of-age story of
survival, Theeb, a new
film by Jordanian director Naji Abu Nowar explores the life of an innocent child with the responsibilities
of an adult as he comes to terms
with the fact that “the strong eat
the weak”.
Theeb — Arabic for “wolf” — is a
feisty Bedouin child living with his
older brother in the Arabian desert
during the Arab uprising against
imperial Ottoman forces in World
War I.
He is taught how to shoot an animal and struggles to draw water
from a well, but these skills later
enable him to survive alone.
The film opens with lyrics from a
Jordanian song containing life lessons. The audience is introduced
to the oral story-telling culture of
Bedouins, an Arab group known as
“desert dwellers” descending from
nomads who historically occupied
Arabian deserts. They live a simple
life away from modern technology
and make do with the minimum
they have.
A British soldier approaches the

Bedouins with a group of Arabs and
Theeb is instantly curious about
this blue-eyed, blond-haired man.
The men leave for battle and Theeb
insists on going with them. He is
caught between the fighters and
finds himself alone. His struggle
begins.

A coming-of-age
story of survival,
Theeb, a new film by
Jordanian director
Naji Abu Nowa
“It was based on several stories
mainly on the circumcision ceremony,” Abu Nowar told a questionand-answer session after an August
14th screening of the film in London. “Young boys around the age
of 13 are considered men. Historically they were circumcised and go
through a series of challenges usually involving wells. Epic fairytalelike stories that go on odysseys into
manhood.”
“The making of the film would
make an interesting documentary,”
Abu Nowar said. “Because it would
show my entire relationship from
when I first met the tribe and them
thinking I was crazy and stupid, to
some of them now becoming professional actors starring in other

Dunia El-Zobaidi is an Arab Weekly
contributor in London.
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The Red Sea
diving experience
in Saudi Arabia
Robert L. Wagner

Jeddah

A

ny diver possessing a
Professional
Association of Diving Instructors (PADI) licence and
a sense of adventure
can spout off a list of top dive sites
around the world. Kona Mantas in
Hawaii comes to mind, as does Cod
Hole at the Great Barrier Reef and
Elephant Head Rock on the Similan
Islands off Thailand.
Rarely making the top ten, or
even the top 50, lists of best worldwide dive spots is the Red Sea coast
of Saudi Arabia. Sharm el-Sheikh
in Egypt often gets a nod but Saudi
Arabia is turning out to be the bestkept secret in the diving world.
It comes as no surprise. Saudi
Arabia is notoriously difficult to get
into. One can’t simply obtain a visa
at the airport but must be invited
and usually have business in the
kingdom.

The diving scene has
mushroomed over
the past decade
That’s changing as the country
is beginning to offer tourist visas,
usually to large groups and more
likely from South and East Asia.
But Westerners have discovered
that, with a little pluck and persistence, they, too, can dive in the Red
Sea if they book their trip through a
Saudi-approved tour agency.
The diving scene has mushroomed over the past decade as experienced underwater enthusiasts
have drifted away from Jeddah,
long the central dive location, to
venture to Yanbu to the north and
the Farasan Islands to the south.
“We get a lot of people up here in
Yanbu,” said Ahmed Al-Saidi, manager at Dream Diver in Yanbu.
It’s no wonder. Of the Red Sea’s
1,932-kilometre Saudi coastline,
much of it featuring coral reefs,
Yanbu offers perhaps the most pristine dive venues in the country.
Yanbu is an industrial town of
nearly 300,000 residents with a
reputation that rests on petrochemical production. As recently as
2010 it had little to offer domestic
and foreign tourists. That changed,
however, as private, family-friendly resorts began to pop up and provide diving lessons and excursions.
One can still drive several miles

between the handful of resorts dotting the coast but the real plus is the
waters are virgin territory.
The Seven Sisters coral reef chain
off the coast of Yanbu is perhaps the
cleanest and most visually stunning
venue in the kingdom. Marker No.
39 on the southern area of the chain
features hard and soft corals and is
populated with squirrelfish, pick
handle barracuda and red snapper.
Marker No 41 features bigeye, dogtooth and bonito tuna while Marker
No. 32 is a soft coral reef that tantalises divers with its vibrant colours.
It’s an underwater photographer’s
paradise.
All-day excursions with two separate dives generally start at about
$100 per person with open-water
lessons starting at about $470 per
person, Saidi said. Many dive
shops, including Dream Diver, offer
advanced courses in deep-sea, rescue and maintenance diving.
Fitzpatrick, 38, an American expatriate, said he has been diving for
about ten years.
“I earned my PADI certifications
in Jeddah and had been diving there
for some time before I came to Yanbu,” he said. “Believe me, Yanbu is
the place to be. I still dive in Jeddah
but Yanbu is a special treat.”
Yassir Sayti, who operates a dive
excursion service at Al Ahlam Marina north of Yanbu, said he has seen
an increase in Jeddawis exploring
Yanbu’s dive sites. “The divers want
something different and Jeddah is
familiar to everybody,” he said.
Expat and Saudi divers have
expressed frustration with water
conditions in Jeddah. Pollution
remains a problem with the southern portion of the Jeddah coastline
polluted with domestic waste and
the northern areas with domestic
waste and petrol spills. Along the
entire coast are nearly 200 species
of coral with some damaged due to
pollution.

Yanbu offers perhaps
the most pristine
dive venues in the
country
In addition, overfishing — an
estimated 8,000-10,000 fishing
boats operate in the waters — have
depleted some species, especially
sharks. Yet the region’s large reef
habitat and the relatively low coastal population give Saudis hope that
the Jeddah waters will recover.
The King Abdullah University of
Science and Technology’s Red Sea

Agenda

Djerba, Tunisia:
Through September 6th
The first Djerba Summer
Festival is a month-long assortment of events catering
to diverse audiences. Bands,
DJs and dance performances,
plays, film projections and
comedy shows will take place
at the Yadis Djerba Hotel
starting at 2pm daily.

Beiteddine, Lebanon:
Through September 8th
The Beiteddine Art Festival
in the Chouf mountains
showcases a variety of
performances, from opera
and concerts to theatre and
art exhibitions. More than
50,000 visitors are expected.
In its 30th edition, the festival hosted tenor Juan Diego
Florez, soprano Anna Netrebko, Marcel Khalife, Kadhim
Al Sahir and other performers. The closing ceremony on
September 8th will feature a
Khalil Gibran exhibition.

Tangier, Morocco:
September 9th-13th

Coral reefs at the Obhor coast, 30 km north of the Red Sea city of
Jeddah.
Center and Reef Ecology Lab have
made significant progress in identifying problem areas to implement
plans for cleanup.
Although Jeddah remains the
most popular and accessible dive
sites, the southern region also provides abundant locations. About
210 kilometres south of Jeddah and
40 kilometres off the Jizan-Yemen
Highway is the Farasan Banks, not
to be confused with the Farasan
Islands. The banks have depths
reaching 500 metres to the east and
west of the islands and as shallow
as 10-40 metres on some plateaus.
At Farasan Islands, a group of
coral islands, about 79 species of
coral exist along with nesting areas
for the hawksbill sea turtle and the
green turtle.
By opening the country to foreign tourists, Saudi Arabia can promote its roses in Taif, its history at
Mada’in Saleh, and the richness of
the Hejaz and Najdi cultures. But
for the adventure bound, diving at
Yanbu, Jeddah or Jizan is virtually
uncharted territory.

How to Get There:

Direct flights from London to Jeddah aboard Saudi Arabia Airlines
start at about $700. Non-Saudi citizens must have a visa to enter the

country. From Jeddah, Yanbu and
the Farasan Islands are accessible
by bus or car rental. There are daily
flights from Jeddah to Yanbu.

When to Go:

Scuba diving is a year-round activity but late fall and early winter
offer the best conditions.

Before You Go:

Contact a Saudi-approved tour
agency to help secure proper documentation for the trip. Among
the approved agencies are Zahid
Travel Group (zahidtravel.com) and
Al Mousim Travel and Tours (almousim.com.sa) of Riyadh.

When You Get There:

There are numerous dive shops
that offer lessons and PADI certification starting at about $470 per
person. If you are certified, then
daily dive excursions start at about
$100.
There may be rental fees for
equipment, depending on the dive
shop. Dream Diver (dreamdiver.
net) among other shops, offer dives
at several locations along the coast.
Robert L. Wagner is an Arab
Weekly contributor based in Saudi
Arabia.

The 16th Tangier Jazz Festival
includes renowned international and local jazz artists
for one of Morocco’s premier
cultural events. Visitors
will have the opportunity
to attend free street performances, free dance courses
and jazz concerts.

Amman, Jordan:
Through September 18th
Souk Jara offers street exhibitions of food, books, clothes,
handicrafts, antiques and
paintings. The souk is along
Rainbow Street in Jabal Amman. Every Friday people
attend musical events, public
jam sessions, talent shows,
magic acts and other stage
performances at Souk Jara
Theatre.

Beirut, Lebanon:
September 17th-20th
The fifth Beirut Art Fair will
provide space for artists
and galleries to exhibit their
work, be it painting, drawing, graphic design, installations pieces or performance,
and to mingle with and be
inspired by other artists. The
fair also allows collectors to
browse some of the newest
and most cutting-edge works
in contemporary art from the
Middle East, North Africa and
South Asia.

London: October
20th-November 8th
The Nour Festival of Arts
shines light on the best of
contemporary Middle Eastern and North African arts
and culture each October and
November in venues across
Kensington and Chelsea in
London. The festival has a
rich programme featuring exhibitions, music, film, food,
talks and dance.

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

Fish swim among coral reefs off the Obhor coast.

A giant clam is seen nestled among coral reefs at the Obhor coast.
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