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Assad reels from rebel blows 
as Russia steps up aid
Beirut

T 

he pressure on President 
Bashar Assad’s regime in 
Damascus is growing by 
the day as diplomatic ef-
forts to end the long Syri-

an war appear to be faltering. Sunni 
rebel forces have the momentum, 
even as Russia, Assad’s ally, steps 
up military aid to his loyalists.

In the north-west, the heartland 
of Assad’s Alawite sect, the Army of 
Conquest, one of the main rebel al-
liances, has secured Idlib province 
and is pushing towards the strategic 
Sahl al-Ghab plain in neighbouring 
Hama province that is the gateway 
to Assad’s stronghold in Latakia.

The rebels face a substantial re-
gime force with tanks and heavy 
artillery, but they are maintaining 
their advance. In the north-east, 
the Kurdish People’s Protection 
Units (YPG) have taken control of 
most of Hasakah city.

Al-Nusra Front, al-Qaeda’s Syrian 
wing, and other rebels belonging 
to the Army of Conquest overran 
the regime’s last air base in Idlib at 
Abu Duhour on September 9th, af-
ter a two-year siege. Idlib becomes 
the second of Syria’s 14 provinces 
to be seized by rebels. Raqqa prov-
ince fell to the Islamic State (ISIS) in 
2014.

In the south, ISIS is threatening 
the M5 highway, the main artery be-
tween Damascus and loyalist forces 
in the north-west and the strategic 
ports of Latakia and Tartus.

The government has never relin-
quished this key link, considered 
the “spinal column of the regime”, 
since the war began in March 2011. If 
it is lost, Damascus will be isolated, 
its supply lines cut. Meantime, ISIS 
is inching forward into Damascus 
from the south and is reported to be 
to within 5 km of the city centre.

“This is the closest ISIS has ever 
been to the heart of Damascus,” 
said Rami Abdurrahman, head of 

the Britain-based Syrian Observa-
tory for Human Rights.

On September 7th, ISIS was re-
ported to be overrunning the last 
oilfield still in state hands, the Jazal 
field which is north-west of Palmy-
ra, seized by the jihadists in May, 
and close to Syria’s main gas fields.

In the west, the Syrian army, 
backed by a large Hezbollah force, 
has been battling for two months to 
seize the rebel-held city of Zabadani 
on the Lebanon border. The rebels 
are holding out, but Tehran needs 
Syria to control the corridor into 
Lebanon to supply Hezbollah with 
weapons to challenge Israel.

Russia’s military support cannot 
come too soon for the regime, which 
can be expected to retaliate for rebel 
advances with its scorched-earth 
strategy of indiscriminate bombing 
and starving rebel-held areas.

The Russian intervention appar-
ently involves deploying military 
advisers and boosting arms ship-
ments. Although it does not include 
combat troops, it still represents a 
significant intervention by Moscow.

This may prevent Assad’s regime, 
plagued by worsening manpower 
shortages, from collapsing. But it 
will not necessarily end the war and 
could drag Moscow into a messy 
conflict while provoking jihadist at-
tacks inside Russia.

For Western powers, Assad’s re-
gime is not the primary problem. 
Their enemy is ISIS. In recent days, 
Britain, France and Australia have 
all stepped up their limited air op-
erations against ISIS or are moving 
in that direction.

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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Aylan tragedy only boosts Syrians’ German dream

London

F 

ar from discouraging Syr-
ian dreams of making 
Germany their new home, 
the tragic picture of tod-
dler Aylan Kurdi dead face 

down on a Turkish beach intensi-
fied the flow of refugees attempting 
the dangerous crossing to Greece in 
search of a better life in Europe. It 
also stirred the reflexes of welcome 
and solidarity among Germans and 
other Europeans.

“We took this horrific, dangerous 
journey because we wanted to make 
our children’s lives easier, safer and 
better. There is no future in Syria for 
our children,” a 25-year-old Syrian 
refugee, the mother of two young 
children, told Doctors without Bor-
ders on her arrival at the Greek is-
land of Kos from Turkey. This was 
a crossing that Aylan and his family 
did not survive.

Aylan’s picture encapsulated 
the drama of the Syrian refugees’ 
journey and has had strong reper-
cussions on Europe’s migrant pol-
icy, with France, Britain and other 
countries announcing they would 

accept more refugees.
Germany, which has said it expects 

to receive 800,000 migrants in 2015, 
announced that it was prepared to 
accept more in the long term.

“I believe we could certainly 

deal with something in the order of 
500,000 for a few years. I have no 
doubt about it — maybe even more,” 
said German Vice-Chancellor Sigmar 
Gabriel in a September 8th interview 
with Germany’s ZDF television.

Europe’s doors have opened a lit-
tle wider as daily more migrants con-
tinue to reach Greek shores. About 
30,000 refugees are estimated to be 
in Greece, with 20,000 on Lesbos — 
an island that has a resident popula-
tion of 85,000.

About 230,000 refugees have ar-
rived in Greece this year, most of 
whom will only stay in the country 
for a matter of weeks before begin-
ning the arduous journey through 
Macedonia and Serbia to reach Hun-

gary, gateway to the European Un-
ion’s border-free Schengen zone.

From there, they will travel to 
Central and Western Europe, with 
many Syrian refugees looking for-
ward to a new life in Germany, 
which has been welcoming them 
with open arms.

In addition to the official policy in 
Berlin, German citizens have been 
largely welcoming of the migrants, 
including organising reception com-
mittees at train stations.

Even German football clubs are 
getting in on the act, with Bundes-
liga champions FC Bayern Munich 
announcing it will set up a “training 
camp” for refugees and donate $1.2 
million to refugee projects.

“Bayern sees it as its social respon-
sibility to help the refugees,” club 
Chief Executive Officer Karl-Heinz 
Rummenigge said.

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

Mahmud el-Shafey
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A military jet and other equipment seized by rebels when they captured the Syrian government’s Abu 
Duhour air base, on September 9th.

Syrian refugees at the train station in Saalfeld, central Germany.
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Assad’s ‘killing machine’ and 
the Syrian ‘free fire zone’

Beirut

R 

ight from the start of the 
Syrian war, the Damas-
cus regime has used de-
liberate, systematic and 
overwhelming violence 

to crush dissent. Initially, Syrians 
staged peaceful pro-democracy 
protests in March 2011, the “Arab 
spring”, but the regime’s murder-
ous response transformed the con-
frontation into a bloodbath in which 
more than 240,000 people have 
died, the vast majority of the deaths 
caused by Bashar Assad’s killing 
machine.

The regime uses indiscriminate 
air strikes with witheringly destruc-
tive barrel bombs — factory-made 
weapons fashioned from gas canis-
ters, metal water tanks and the like, 
and with explosives, shrapnel-like 
metal shards and which often in-
clude incendiary materials — that 
can sometimes take out whole city 
blocks.

The UN Security Council banned 
the use of barrel bombs with Reso-
lution 2139 in 2014, but the regime 
continues to use them against 
largely civilian targets, such as the 
vegetable market in the Damascus 
suburb of Douma on August 16th. 
More than 100 civilians were killed 
in a series of air raids on the market.

The regime also uses its stock-
pile of chemical weapons, one of 
the largest in the world, and its vast 
stocks of Russian-made missiles 

and heavy artillery to pound rebel 
areas. But one of the regime’s vil-
est tactics is as old as warfare itself: 
starvation — besieging rebel-held 
zones, mainly in urban areas and 
cutting off food supplies, water and 
electricity.

“Systematic deprivation of food, 
shelter and medical care have taken 
a toll as well,” said Jeffrey White, a 
former US intelligence officer and 
now an analyst with the Washing-
ton Institute for Near East Policy.

“Regime forces have besieged 
rebel-held urban areas… They have 
destroyed crops, livestock and bak-
eries and targeted medical facilities 
in opposition areas,” he observed.

“Poisoning of water supplies has 
also been reported. These activities 
have produced famine and made 
medical treatment difficult to come 
by — all part of the regime’s plan to 
reduce support for the opposition 
and force population displacement 
from rebel-held areas.”

The United Nations estimated 
that more than 1 million people are 
trapped in urban areas where inter-
national relief aid has been blocked 
by regime forces. The situation is 
so bad in Aleppo, where the regime 
and rebels each hold parts of the 
city, that activists say cats have be-
come “fast- food”.

The regime’s strategy is brutally 
effective because this makes rebel-
held areas extremely difficult to 
govern. This policy of collective 
punishment aims to starve the civil-
ian populace and turn them against 
the rebels. It does, up to a point. 
But in the end, the “Assad regime’s 
sectarian strategy, collective pun-
ishment tactics and reliance on 
Iran-backed militias, among other 
factors, helps perpetuate ideal re-
cruitment conditions for these 
groups,” the Brussels-based Inter-
national Crisis Group observed.

“By attacking ISIS while ignoring 
the regime’s ongoing bombardment 

of civilians, the US inadvertently 
strengthens important aspects of 
the Salafi-Jihadist narrative de-
picting the West as colluding with 
Tehran and Damascus to subjugate 
Sunnis…

“As has become clear throughout 
Syria, opposition elements cannot 
build effective governance amid the 
death and destruction caused by 
aerial bombardment, particularly 
given the regime’s tendency to tar-
get precisely those facilities neces-
sary for that capacity to emerge.

“Diplomatic admonitions which 
are not backed by concrete action 
carry little weight with the regime’s 
backers, and are unlikely to halt As-
sad’s use of air attacks as part of a 
scorched-earth strategy and a way 
to mete out collective punishment.”

White observed that a dominant 
feature of the war has been the 
steady escalation of regime fire-
power.

“From beatings, mass arrests and 
small arms, Assad’s forces quickly 
progressed to using tanks, infantry 
fighting vehicles, anti-aircraft guns, 
heavy mortars, field artillery, rock-
ets, combat helicopters with barrel 
bombs, fixed-wing aircraft with in-
cendiary and fragmentation weap-
ons and surface-to-surface missiles 
and, finally, chemical weapons.

“This escalation has been ac-
companied by arrests, torture, field 
executions and efforts to deprive… 
entire communities of food, water 
and medical services… Much of Syr-
ia has effectively become a free-fire 
zone for regime forces.”

Mass killings and executions by ji-
hadist groups have been well docu-

mented and rebel forces have killed 
large numbers of people, many with 
their improvised “hell cannons”. 
But the regime is far and away the 
greatest killer in Syria.

It has also used chemical weap-
ons several times, most lethally in 
a sarin gas attack on the rebel-held 
Damascus suburb of East Ghouta on 

August 21, 2013, which killed about 
1,500 people.

Under a deal brokered by Russia, 
the regime was supposed to surren-
der its chemical weapons arsenal. 
Significant stocks were handed over 
to a UN-backed commission but 
Western officials suspect Damascus 
has a large inventory hidden.
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Does Putin have a plan for Syria?

U 

S officials are 
expressing concern 
that Russia is 
stepping up its 
military involve-
ment in Syria. 

Specific instances they cite 
include delivery of prefabricated 
housing units and a portable air 
traffic control station to a Syrian 
airfield near Latakia, recent 
Russian requests for military 
overflights from neighbouring 
countries and signs of greater 
Russian loadings of ships bound 
for Syria.

Some intelligence analysts, 
according to the New York Times, 
say Moscow is preparing to deploy 
2,000-3,000 personnel to support 
the transport of increased Russian 
weapons supplies to Syrian forces 
as well as Russian air strikes 
against opponents of Syrian 
President Bashar Assad.

Those opponents include not 
just the Islamic State (ISIS), which 
has been the target of Western air 
strikes, but groups that US allies 
Turkey, Saudi Arabia and Qatar 
have been supporting. The 
possibility that Russian forces 
might target these latter groups 
has heightened concerns in 
Washington.

Moscow recently confirmed 
that Russian military advisers 

are in Syria, though it did not 
specify what the mission might 
be. Russian Foreign Ministry 
spokeswoman Maria Zakharova 
said: “We have always supplied 
equipment to [Damascus] for their 
struggle against terrorists. We are 
supporting them, we were 
supporting them and we will be 
supporting them.”

Russian President Vladimir 
Putin’s administration, however, 
has a track record of downplaying 
its military moves. It denied that 
it sent its forces into Crimea in 
early 2014 (though later admitted 
that it did) and denied that 
Russian forces intervened in 
eastern Ukraine (admitting only to 
“volunteers” from Russia going 
there). Russian denials of 
increased military support for 
Assad, then, must be viewed 
sceptically.

Yet the presence of Russian 
military advisers in Syria and 
Russian military support for the 
Assad regime more generally 
should not be seen as a sign of 
growing Russian power and 
influence in the Middle East but, 
rather, of Russian desperation. 
Moscow would not be bolstering 
Assad if it did not see a growing 
possibility that his regime might 
lose control over even more of 
Syria or collapse altogether. 
Moscow’s aim in increasing 
military assistance to Damascus 
may be primarily defensive.

The problem for Moscow, 
though, is that this effort may be 
too little, too late. A few thousand 
Russian military personnel flying 
air strikes against Assad’s oppo-
nents and providing assistance to 
regime forces may not be enough 

to prevent the Assad regime from 
losing further ground.

And it comes at a cost: Increased 
Russian involvement may scuttle 
Moscow’s seemingly successful 
recent efforts to improve ties with 
Sunni-led governments in the 
Arab world. 

Speaking during Saudi King 
Salman bin Abdul-Aziz Al Saud’s 
recent visit to Washington, Saudi 
Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir 
noted, if reports about an increas-
ing Russian military presence are 
true, “this would represent a 
serious escalation and a very 
dangerous escalation”.

Increased Russian presence in 
Syria would also be a tempting 
target for many of the Assad 
regime’s opponents — especially 
Chechens and others from the 
North Caucasus fighting there 
who see Moscow, rather than 
Damascus, as their main enemy.

And unlike Georgia in 2008, 
Crimea in 2014 and eastern 
Ukraine today, a few thousand 
Russian forces in Syria would not 
enjoy an overwhelming military 
advantage over their opponents.

Moscow may discover that 
keeping the Assad regime in 
power in Damascus — or even in 
just the Alawite heartland along 
Syria’s Mediterranean coast — will 
require a much larger effort and, 
with Russian forces committed in 
eastern Ukraine, Putin likely 
wishes to avoid a sustained 
operation in Syria.

It is more probable that Putin 
hopes to provide just enough 
military support to keep the Assad 
regime afloat to advance his diplo-
matic aim of convincing Sunni 
Arabs, Turkey and the West that 

they should support Putin’s aim of 
forming a coalition between the 
Assad regime and non-ISIS 
opposition forces.

In response to calls from the 
West and the Middle East for 
Assad to step down, Zakharova 
raised a legitimate question: 
“What is the West planning to do 
right after? Do they have a magic 
wand that will transform Syria 
from civil war to economic 
prosperity?”

But Moscow’s coalition plan has 
serious flaws. First and foremost, 
the Assad regime has been so 
brutal and is so unpopular that 
few, if any, of its opponents would 
be willing to join a coalition with 
it. In addition, its opponents are 
rightfully sceptical that Assad 
would actually share power with 
them. Assad’s insistence on 
remaining president and Russian 
support for him to do so confirm 
their concerns about this.

And finally, any opposition 
group that joins a coalition with 
Assad — even at Western urging, as 
Putin appears to hope will be 
forthcoming — would only 
delegitimise itself and become a 
target for other opposition groups, 
including ISIS.

A Russian-backed coalition that 
the Assad regime dominates is not 
a realistic solution. While the West 
has not come up with a workable 
plan for resolving the conflict in 
Syria, Russia has not either.

Mark N. Katz is a professor of 
government and politics at George 
Mason University in the United 
States. Links to his recent articles 
can be found at www.marknkatz.
com.
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A Syrian man carries a wounded child following an air strike by 
Syrian government forces in Douma, east of Damascus, in August.



3September 11, 2015

British PM U-turn on Syrian asylum seekers
London

B 

ritish Prime Minister Da-
vid Cameron, days after 
saying a promise to “do 
more” for Syrian refugees 
did not include accept-

ing additional migrants, said the 
United Kingdom would resettle up 
to 20,000 Syrians in the next five 
years.

Cameron said on September 2nd 
that “taking more and more refu-
gees” was not the answer to the 
Syria migrant crisis. He softened 
his stance in Portugal two days 
later saying his country would “do 
more — providing resettlement for 
thousands more Syrian refugees.”

Cameron completed his turn 
around a few days after that.

“We are proposing that Britain 
should resettle up to 20,000 Syrian 
refugees over the rest of this parlia-
ment,” Cameron told the chamber 
on September 7th referring to the 
parliamentary term which ends 

in 2020. “In doing so, we will con-
tinue to show the world that this 
country is a country of extra com-
passion, always standing up for our 
values and helping those in need.

“The whole country has been 
deeply moved by the heartbreak-
ing scenes over the last few days. 
We must use our head and heart 
by pursuing a comprehensive ap-
proach to tackle the causes,” Cam-
eron said.

The Syrians are to be taken from 
refugee camps in Turkey, Jordan 
and Lebanon. “This provides refu-
gees with a more direct and safe 
route to the UK rather than risking 
the hazardous journey to Europe, 
which has tragically cost so many 
lives,” the prime minister said.

Cameron’s statements of Sep-
tember 2nd were strongly criti-
cised and attracted accusations of 
“heartlessness”.

More than 340,000 people signed 
a petition calling for Britain to take 
its “fair share” of refugees fleeing 
war and persecution. That sparked 
a “#refugeeswelcome” campaign 
on social media.

Analysts agreed that Cameron’s 
change of mind had been sparked 
by the image of Aylan Kurdi. The 
3-year-old boy’s body was found 
on a Turkish beach after the boat 
he and his family were in capsized 
en route from Turkey to Greece. 

Aylan, his brother and mother 
died in the incident. The image of 
Aylan’s body face down in the sand 
drew international attention to the 
refugees’ plight.

“As a father, I felt deeply moved 
by the sight of that young boy on 
a beach in Turkey,” Cameron said 
ahead of his policy shift.

“The prime minister isn’t chang-
ing his argument. He still thinks 
opening up Europe’s borders and 
agreeing quotas will not solve the 
refugee crisis… But, as the crisis 
gets worse and the public and po-
litical pressure grows, the prime 
minister does now accept that Brit-
ain has a moral duty to do more,” 
explained BBC Deputy Political 
Editor James Landale.

The United Kingdom has already 
accepted approximately 5,000 Syr-
ians as part of a resettlement pro-
gramme.

“Britain has long prided itself in 
being a humanitarian country on 
the world stage and offering ref-
uge to those who need it most. We 
need to rekindle these values once 
more and ensure the UK takes its 
fair share of refugees. We are not 

calling for open borders, but open 
hearts,” said Shuja Shafi, secretary-
general of the Muslim Council of 
Britain.

Cameron was criticised for only 
changing his stance after the in-

ternational furore surrounding 
Aylan’s picture. “It shouldn’t have 
taken a photograph to get politi-
cians to start to do the right thing,” 
said Amnesty International UK ex-
pert Steve Symonds.
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Vigil for refugees in Nottingham, Britain, September 7, 2015.
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Don’t bet on Aylan’s death sparking 
a major review of refugee crisis

N 

o donors have come 
forward to inject 
much-needed cash 
into a UN food 
programme for 4 
million refugees.

It’s not only Europe that is 
growing weary of the Syrian 
refugee crisis, despite some 
individual EU members such as 
Germany showing that they are 
ready to take more refugees. The 
West as a whole — and certainly 
governments that habitually 
inject much-needed cash into the 
UN World Food Programme 
(WFP) to feed the 4 million or so 
refugees in Turkey, Jordan and 
Lebanon — seems to be giving up 
as well.

Don’t be fooled by Germany 
and even Iceland’s bid to host 
refugees. There has never been 
greater apathy towards paying 
essential money to feed some 4 
million refugees. And Germany’s 
outreached hand, following the 
tragic iconic images of the 

drowned Syrian toddler, merely 
underlines how inept the Euro-
pean Union is as a foreign policy 
power.

The boy’s death has covered up 
the West’s fatigue over the Syria 
crisis. EU mandarins will be 
angered by the death of Aylan 
Kurdi as it compounds the point 
as to how weak Brussels is. There 
are meetings planned for an 
emergency council, providing an 
opportunity for talk but who 
knows what on action. The 
European-friendly media in 
Brussels fails to mention in their 
“reporting” that the European 
Union can only suggest policies.

The deaths of the Kurdi family 
members are further reminders 
that the West’s political machin-
ery has failed the Syrian people, 
not only from a humanitarian 
standpoint but also from a 
geopolitical one. Let us not forget 
that Syrian President Bashar 
Assad is allowed to stay in power 
by Europe and the United States.

And while the cameras and 
flashbulbs point towards the 
Syrian refugees a “minor detail” 
of news will probably not make it 
to the front pages: the West can 
no longer feed the Syrian refu-
gees.

Since spring, the United 
Nations has been telling journal-
ists in Beirut that money is 
running out for the UN food 
programme. The cash-strapped 
WFP has had to drop one-third of 
Syrian refugees from its food 
voucher scheme in Middle 
Eastern host countries, including 
229,000 in Jordan who stopped 
receiving food aid in September, 
a spokeswoman said September 
4th.

“This is a crisis that has been 
brewing in the region for five 
years,” said Abeer Etefa, a WFP 
regional spokeswoman. “Now it 
is getting the attention of the 
world because it moved one step 
further from the region to 
Europe. We have to help people 

where they are or they will 
move.”

But if Europe continues with its 
confused policy on immigration, 
then more harrowing scenes of 
dead toddlers are about to hit the 
screens almost on a daily basis. 
The European Union acted too 
late to stop the boats from leaving 
Libya, as one example, and has 
shown no real dynamism in 
galvanising EU members’ policy 
towards the plight of the refu-
gees. That despondency led to a 
spike in the number of those 
making the crossing towards 
Europe across the Mediterranean 
or overland via Turkey, before a 
sea crossing to Greece.

And now that there is a very 
real food crisis in the camps of 
Turkey, Syria and Jordan, the 
number of those wishing to cross 
is going to double again, largely 
down to the stinginess of Western 
donors — and the super mean-
ness, let’s not forget, of Gulf Arab 
states who have taken not one 
refugee since the war started in 
2011.

The UN agency has been 
distributing food vouchers to 
refugees since the beginning of 
the Syria crisis but is facing 
increasing funding gaps. “Since 
the beginning of this operation, it 
has been hand-to-mouth,” said 
Etefa. “It is nerve-wracking for 
the refugees and the staff.”

She said the agency needs $236 
million to keep the spartan 
programme funded through 
November. 

No major donors have come 
forward, she said.

Meanwhile the father of Aylan 
has received news that his 
once-rejected application for 
asylum in Canada has been 
accepted. He refused the offer, 
grieving in Kobane where he 
buried his two children and wife 
who all drowned. Perhaps his 
tragic loss will spark a major 
rethinking of the Syrian refugee 
crisis. But don’t hold your breath.

Martin Jay is a senior writer and 
associate editor at Newsweek 
Middle East and is based in 
Beirut. Follow him on Twitter:
@MartinRJay.
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Canadian parties clash over Syrian refugee crisis

Ottawa

A 

ylan Kurdi died in the 
Mediterranean after his 
family fled their war-
torn home of Syria in 
search of a safe haven in 

Europe. He met the same tragic fate 
as thousands of other Syrians seek-
ing refuge from the war.

Prior to attempting the trip, 
Aylan’s family applied for resettle-
ment in Canada’s British Columbia 
where members of their extended 
family live. Their application was 
rejected.

The picture of the 3-year-old Syr-
ian boy face down on the shores of 
Turkey horrified the global commu-
nity and prompted people around 
the world to call on their govern-
ments to respond to the humani-
tarian crisis facing Syrian refugees. 
Across Canada, groups and individ-
uals called for greater consideration 
of the country’s immigration laws 
and its contribution to humanitar-
ian aid to those affected in Syria.

Canada’s Conservative govern-
ment, which has called early federal 
elections for October 19th, has been 
criticised for tightening the coun-
try’s immigration and refugee poli-
cies.

In January, Canadian Prime Min-
ister Stephen Harper promised to 
accept 10,000 Syrian refugees over 
three years. As of August, about 
1,000 had arrived in Canada, of 
which less than 20% were govern-
ment-sponsored. The Conserva-
tives have now pledged to accept 
an additional 10,000 refugees from 
Iraq and Syria over the next four 
years, if re-elected.

Canadian opposition parties have 
accused the government of relying 
too much on a private sponsorship 
programme, in which individuals 
and non-governmental organisa-
tions initiate and fund the resettle-
ment process.

The New Democratic Party (NDP) 
reacted to the refugee crisis with 
what they called a “concrete plan”, 
promising to welcome 10,000 Syr-
ian refugees by the end of 2015, if 
they win the October elections.

“They [the Conservatives] only 
could muster up 1,300 refugees to 
commit to and it took them three 

years to even get to that number, 
which is drastically low,” said Paul 
Dewar, the NDP critic for Foreign Af-
fairs.

The Conservative government 
had formed its resettlement policy 
for refugees from Iraq and Syria to 
give priority to religious or ethnic 
minorities, a practice criticised by 
the opposition as exclusionary and 
discriminatory.

Dewar said the government’s way 
in dealing with the refugee crisis is 
“terribly misguided”.

“It shows more of an ideological 
approach than an evidence-based, 
responsible approach,” Dewar said. 
“We should be bringing in and ac-
cepting refugees based on the as-
sessment that they have had to seek 
refuge.”

Harper, however, rejected calls for 
Canada to accept more Syrian refu-
gees, insisting that increasing reset-

tlement to Canada is not a solution 
to the crisis. He instead suggests 
that Canada should focus on further 
military intervention against the Is-
lamic State (ISIS), which he says is 
the root of the conflict in Syria and 
the region.

This policy “entirely ignores 
who’s at fault for the quarter mil-
lion people who have died in the 
civil war in Syria”, noted Dewar. 
“Yes ISIS is in Iraq and in parts of 
Syria but the majority of the [Syr-

ian] people who are refugees now 
are the result of Bashar Assad and 
his campaign of murder of his own 
citizens.”

The Liberal Party, the other major 
opposition party, on September 6th 
called for an unprecedented meet-
ing to reach a Canadian consensus 
on the Syrian refugee crisis. Liberal 
leader Justin Trudeau said he sup-
ports sending Canadian military 
planes with immigration officials 
to Syria’s neighbouring countries 
to airlift Syrian refugees out of the 
region. Canada conducted a similar 
mission in 1979, transporting Viet-
namese refugees to Canada.

Canada has contributed $700 mil-
lion to Syrian aid efforts since 2011.

“It cost us more… to sustain a 
refugee outside of Canada than to 
sustain someone in your home,” 
said Nadia Abu-Zahra, a professor 
of global studies at the University of 

Ottawa who specialises in refugee 
issues and barriers of migration.

Abu-Zahra contends that Cana-
dians want to do all that they can 
to help the Syrian people and that 
there are many willing to support 
private sponsorships of refugees. 
However, she notes, “Unless our 
government takes away that red 
tape and makes it easier and stops 
random refusals and so on, it’s go-
ing to remain difficult.”

“What needs to change is that lev-
el of exploitation by elected mem-
bers that somehow think xenopho-
bia is an election platform. That 
needs to change,” she added.

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

Demonstration of solidarity with refugees after the death of Aylan Kurdi.

Abdulrahman al-Masri

Aylan’s family 
applied for 
resettlement in 
Canada’s British 
Columbia. Their 
application was 
rejected

Refugees are not the root of the problem

T 

he flow of refugees 
into Europe from the 
Middle East and 
North Africa is finally 
attracting worldwide 
attention. The 71 

Syrians found suffocated in a 
truck in Austria and the photo of 
a 3-year-old who drowned in the 
Mediterranean have done what 
close to 250,000 dying in Syria 
over the past four-and-a-half 
years could not: They have 
mobilised public opinion.

Germany and Sweden should 
be praised for opening their doors 
in response. Hungary, on the 
other hand, is trying to seal itself 
off. The United States may take in 
more than the trickle of refugees 
it has accepted so far but it still 
will be an insignificant number. 
The United Nations is appealing 
for funds, which have been sorely 
lacking. According to the United 
Nations and its non-governmen-

tal partners, they are seeking 
more than $8.4 billion.

But the refugees are not the 
root of the problem. Nor are the 
Syrians who arrive in Europe and 
the United States the ones most in 
need or most at risk. They are the 
symptom — a relatively small and 
distant one — of a much larger and 
more challenging problem: the 
multisided conflict in Syria, to 
which we have become unfortu-
nately inured.

At least 4 million people have 
escaped Syria, mostly fleeing to 
neighbouring countries. They are 
the relatively fortunate ones, 
when not jammed into a truck in 
Austria or drowning in the 
Mediterranean. But another 7 
million have been displaced 
inside Syria, where relief is much 
harder to find. Problems are 
much more visible when up close 
and personal but we need to keep 
the focus on the disease, not only 
the spreading ripple of symp-
toms.

The disease has its origins in 
the Syrian dictatorship’s response 
to peaceful pro-democracy 
protests. Determined to stay in 
power, it cracked down violently, 
concentrating its efforts against 
relative moderates and the 
majority Sunni community, both 
of which posed a real threat to 
Bashar Assad’s hold on power.

The natural result was the 
growth of Sunni extremism, 
which helped Assad make the 
argument that the only alterna-
tive to his rule is al-Qaeda and the 
Islamic State (ISIS). However, his 
forces focus disproportionately 
not on jihadi terrorism but on 
those who say they want a 
secular, democratic state.

There is no way to run this 
history backwards. The extrem-
ists will not disappear if Assad 
falls. It is highly unlikely that 
relative moderates would replace 
him. The best we can hope for is 
to create some relatively safe 
places inside Syria where moder-
ates can govern and provide 
protection for civilians.

The northern area that the 
Americans and Turks are contem-
plating for this purpose is hardly 
ideal. Large parts of it are barren 
rural lands over which control 
will be hard to establish. 
Turkomans populate much of the 
border area with Turkey, along 
with Kurds, whom the Turks have 
been fighting. The Kurds control 
much of the rest of the border 
area, where the key to making 
things safer for civilians will be 
cooperation between Kurds and 
the Arabs who live both among 
them and farther south.

The area along the Jordanian-
Syrian border is another possible 

safe zone, one dominated by 
relatively moderate Sunni 
insurgents, including some with 
US training, and the Arab Druze.

The Druze have tried to hold 
their fire and avoid close align-
ment with either the regime or the 
insurgents. 

Self-preservation is their 
priority. Bringing them into closer 
alignment with the insurgents 
would require giving them the 
confidence that they will be 
protected from the vindictive 
reaction of the regime.

Protected areas north and south 
would not solve Syria’s problems. 
But with support from the United 
States and at least some European 
and Gulf countries, they might 
begin to stem the tide. If nothing 
is done to enable Syrians to 
remain in their country, it is a 
virtual certainty that next year’s 
outflow will be much greater than 
this year’s, with economic and 
political consequences for both 
the neighbouring countries and 
Europe that will dwarf what we 
are seeing today. But the refugees 
will still not be the root of the 
problem.

Daniel Serwer is a senior research 
professor of conflict management 
at the Johns Hopkins University 
School of Advanced International 
Studies in Washington.

Daniel Serwer

View point
There is no 
way to run 
this history 
backwards. 
The 
extremists 
will not 
disappear if 
Assad falls

The disease has its 
origins in the Syrian 
dictatorship’s response to 
peaceful pro-democracy 
protests
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Germany sees 
‘historic moment’, 
welcomes Syrian 
refugees

London

“W 

illkommen” and 
“Welcome Refu-
gees” read signs 
at Frankfurt 
railway station. 

“Say it loud, say it clear, refugees 
are welcome here,” crowds chanted 
at the station in Germany’s finan-
cial capital.

After crossing the Aegean in 
small dinghies, braving the ele-
ments in Greece, traversing Mace-
donia and Serbia, enduring Hunga-
ry and crossing Austria, thousands 
of weary refugees reached the 
“promised land” — Germany. They 
are the latest group of refugees to 
arrive in Europe’s most populous 
country, part of a migration that 
has been called the most serious 
refugee crisis since the second 
world war.

“Germany is the only coun-
try that is welcoming us. Look at 
them! I feel like we are back among 
family,” Alalie, a 37-year-old civil 
servant from Damascus told the 
Washington Post on his arrival in 
Frankfurt.

Germany, of all EU states, has 
been the most welcoming of 
refugees, registering more than 
100,000 in August. It is expecting 
to receive around 800,000 refu-
gees and migrants in 2015 — four 

times the number recorded in 2014.
German Chancellor Angela Mer-

kel has been praised for her bold 
response to the migrant crisis, with 
Facebook pages declaring her as 
“Mama Merkel” and children in 
refugee camps being named in her 
honour.

“We consider Merkel better than 
any other world ruler. She’s the 
saviour of Syria’s children from the 
hell of war and extremism. All Syr-
ians love Merkel and her courage,” 
Syrian refugee Hashem Alsouki 
told Britain’s Guardian newspaper.

“Germany is doing what is mor-
ally and legally required, nothing 
more or less,” Merkel said, calling 
on all other EU countries to accept 
more refugees.

But for Merkel, this is more than 
a battle to overcome a specific chal-
lenge, this is a fight for the future 
of the European Union. “If Europe 
fails on the question of refugees. 
It won’t be the Europe we wished 
for,” she said in August.

Berlin also announced that in 
2016 it will spend an additional $6.7 
billion on helping refugees amid 
hopes that the European Union will 
emerge with a coherent response 
to the crisis by then, lessening the 
burden that is being shouldered by 
Germany.

In contrast, Hungary — gateway 
to the borderless-travel Schengen 
zone — is taking the opposite tack, 
building fences and calling on Ber-
lin to stop taking refugees. The lat-
est refugees to reach Germany did 
so after walking from Budapest 
to Austria, only from there taking 
trains to Frankfurt and other Ger-
man towns, defying official Hun-
garian efforts to prevent them from 
completing their long journey.

If Merkel has emerged as the hero 
of the refugees, Hungarian Prime 
Minister Viktor Orban is swiftly 
emerging as the villain.

“If you’re being overrun, you 
can’t accept [migrants]. We must 
not forget that those who are com-
ing in have been brought up under 
a different religion and represent a 
profoundly different culture,” Or-
ban wrote in an op-ed published in 
Germany daily Frankfurter Allge-
meine Zeitung.

He warned that the refugees 
“threaten Europe’s Christian iden-
tity,” a stance that resulted in the 
Guardian newspaper dubbing him 
“Orban the Awful” in a September 
6th editorial.

“The xenophobic narrative com-
ing out of Hungary needs to be 
tackled head-on, before it encour-
ages more chauvinism elsewhere 
in Europe. Mr Orban’s hateful state-
ments about Muslims… should be 
called out for what they are: a dis-

grace,” the editorial said.
As for Germany, it seems more 

than happy to accept Muslim refu-
gees and is moving to introduce 
measures making it easier to de-
port asylum seekers from so-called 
secure states such as Montenegro, 
Kosovo and Albania.

 As for Syrians fleeing the war, 
Germany, and the German people, 
are embracing them with grass-
root efforts to help them. Some are 
even opening up their own homes.

Merkel acknowledged that the 
influx of migrants will change 
Germany in the coming years 

and seems ready to embrace that 
change. “We want that change to 
be positive and we believe we can 
make that happen,” Merkel said.

Some 70% of Germans say that 
refugees will contribute to a more 
interesting life in Germany, while 
65% say they will help “rejuve-
nate” society, according to a recent 
poll.

“This rejuvenation is urgently 
needed, as Germany is ageing rap-
idly and the demographic shift 
threatens to have an impact on 
the country’s economic standing,” 
Astrid Ziebarth, migration fellow 
at the Europe programme of the 
German Marshall Fund, told the 
Guardian.

For Syrians who want to be a 
part of that change, Germany is the 
“promised land”. “I feel very safe 
here. I don’t want to go to another 
country. I like Merkel, she has a big 
heart,” said Ola Almasalmeh, 25, to 
Britain’s Telegraph newspaper.

A migrant shows his hands with the countries Syria and Germany written on them in front of the 
railway station in Budapest, Hungary,  September 3, 2015.

Mahmud el-Shafey

Germany, of all EU 
states, has been the 
most welcoming of 
refugees

Berlin also 
announced that in 
2016 it will spend an 
additional $6.7 
billion on helping 
refugees

Merkel’s answer to Europe’s leading 
anti-Muslim xenophobe

T 

he largest flood of 
refugees in Europe 
since the second world 
war has brought out 
the best and the worst 
in the continent’s 

leaders. Few have covered 
themselves with glory. One stands 
out for portraying the crisis as a 
threat to European values by 
Muslim invaders. Meet Hungarian 
Prime Minister Viktor Orban, who 
has been warning that Europe’s 
“Christian roots” are in danger.

Orban tried to seal off Hungary’s 
175-kilometre border with Serbia 
— one of the main routes for 
refugees from Syria’s war — with a 
razor-wire fence. As the stream of 
refugees swelled to a flood, Orban 
stoked anti-Muslim fears in an 
article in the Frankfurter Allge-
meine Zeitung. “Let us not forget 
that those arriving have been 
raised in another religion and 
represent a radically different 
culture. Most of them are not 
Christian but Muslims,” he wrote.

“Is it not worrying in itself that 
European Christianity is now 

barely able to keep Europe 
Christian? If we lose sight of 
this, the idea of Europe could 

become a minority interest in its 
own continent.”

Orban’s fence failed to keep back 
desperate refugees and although 
few, if any, wanted to stay in 
Hungary, the prime minister 
declared that non-Christians had 
no prospect of being accepted. The 
governments of Slovakia, Poland 
and the Czech Republic — all 
formerly communist countries — 
fell in line with similar statements, 
creating a sharp East-West divide 
in the European Union.

The rotating EU presidency is 
held by Luxembourg, whose 
foreign minister, Jean Asselborn, 
responded to Orban’s sentiments 
with blunt words, saying, “one has 
to feel ashamed of Viktor Orban.”

Indeed. But a smaller portion of 
shame must go to the entire 
European Union, whose leaders 
appeared unprepared for a crisis 
that had been in the making for 
years. The Syrian civil war, now in 
its fifth year, has not been high on 
the list of European priorities 
despite the vast scale of suffering 
it caused — about 250,000 dead 
and 4 million refugees, mostly in 
Turkey, Lebanon and Jordan.

For years, the debt crisis in the 
eurozone commanded more 
attention and took up more energy 
than refugees from Syria and other 
war-torn countries. 

The focus of the European Union 
was on stopping people smugglers 
rather than finding ways to absorb 
refugees and distributing them 

across Europe. That ranking of 
priorities angered human rights 
groups. Amnesty International 
termed the international 
community’s response to the 
refugee problem as “shame-
ful”.

What changed in the past 
few weeks to capture 
world attention to 
something that had 
been going on for a 
long time? More than 
words and official 
statements, it was a 
heartbreaking 
photograph of a 
3-year-old Syrian 
boy, dressed in a red 
T-shirt and blue 
shorts, lying face down 
on a Turkish beach 
where he was washed 
up after the smugglers’ 
boat that carried him 
and his family 
capsized. The image 
touched hearts in a way 
statistics could not.

And it helped spur 
action, led by German 
Chancellor Angela Merkel, 
Europe’s most powerful 
leader, who has been hailed as 
the heroine of the story in 
which Orban is the villain.

Europe’s economic power-
house, Germany is the 
favourite destination of 
refugees and economic 
migrants. Making an exception 

for Syrians, the German govern-
ment has suspended EU rules 
which say refugees should register 
in the first country they reach, 
instead of allowing them to apply 
for asylum in Germany no matter 
where they enter.

This accelerated the influx to 
unprecedented proportions. In the 
first weekend, 20,000 refugees 
entered Germany from Hungary to 
a warm welcome from citizens 
and officials. Berlin estimates it 
may process up to 800,000 
asylum applications by the end 
of 2015 and Merkel is trying to 
persuade her counterparts to 
accept a binding quota system 
to distribute newcomers 
across the 28 EU countries.

How far she gets in leading 
the way to a collective 
response will become 

clearer on September 14th, 
when European interior 

ministers meet to 
discuss this thorniest 
of issues.

Whatever the 
outcome, the best 

way to end the crisis 
remains elusive — stop 

the cause of the refugee flow, the 
Syrian war.

Bernd Debusmann is a writer on 
foreign affairs based in Washing-
ton. He has reported from more 
than 100 countries and was 
wounded twice while covering the 
civil war in Lebanon.

Bernd 
Debusmann

View point

Orban’s fence failed to 
keep back desperate 
refugees
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T  

he recently released UNICEF report Education 
under Fire draws a disturbing picture of “how 
conflict in the Middle East is depriving children of 
their schooling”.

According to the report, no fewer than 13 million 
children are unable to attend school as a result of 
armed conflict in Syria, Iraq, Libya, Yemen and Su-
dan. Nearly 9,000 schools in Syria, Yemen and Libya 

are unusable, either damaged or destroyed, or being used as shelters 
by displaced populations or warring factions.

In Syria, 2 million children are out of school and 446,000 are at risk 
of dropping out. In Yemen, 1.8 million children have had their access 
to school interrupted by war and more than 3,500 schools have been 
shut down. School enrolment has dropped by 50% in Libya’s second 
city Benghazi where only one in four schools is functioning. The 
same story is replayed in Iraq where 3 million have been displaced 
and nearly 1 million children have had their schooling disrupted; 
1,200 Iraqi schools have been transformed into shelters.

Commuting to school has become perilous for children in war 
zones. Crossing checkpoints is not safe for anyone at any age. Schools 
are not immune to armed violence. Public transportation in the war-
torn nations has come to a virtual standstill.

In 2014, 214 schools in the region were attacked. In one 2015 inci-
dent, in Yemen’s Amran governorate, 13 teachers and four children 
were killed. In Iraq, 700 children have been killed and another 500 
injured. In Gaza, 551 children were killed and 281 schools were dam-
aged during the Israeli assault in the summer of 2014.

Even when physically safe, going to school often is useless consid-
ering the shortage of teachers and supplies.

The result is that in many parts of the Middle East and North Africa, 
children are unable to get an education and therefore will be ill-pre-
pared for a future society where no rebuilding is possible if the next 
generation is not well-trained or well-educated.

It is hardly a surprise that entire families are trying to migrate to 
Europe. Many simply want their children to get an education and 
have a real chance at achievement.

For refugee populations displaced outside their borders, conditions 
for proper educational training are not guaranteed in the region’s 
host countries. The UNICEF report states that 53% of Syrian refu-
gee children in neighbouring countries do not attend school. This 
is unconscionable, given that the host countries in question are not 
experiencing conflict. Of course, budget-challenged states such as 
Jordan and Lebanon cannot be expected to provide an education for 
thousands of refugee children. But where are regional and interna-
tional organisations?

For those children who cannot migrate anywhere, the odds are that 
they will end up exploited and poor, assuming they can escape death 
and injury. Destitution and despair will make them an easy prey to 
recruitment by extremist groups or criminal organisations.

The collective tragedy that has befallen the Arab world has more 
manifestations than one can keep count of. But the plight of the re-
gion’s children is perhaps the most devastating. While other regions 
of the world — China, South Asia, Africa — are investing in their chil-
dren’s future, the governments and militias of the Middle East and 
North Africa are focused on winning bloody civil wars.

We are in the process of creating a lost generation. Millions of 
children will grow up uneducated, unproductive and only trained to 
suffer and hate.

The Arab lost generation
Editorial

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Will Aylan launch a 
thousand ships?

T 

he image is searing. A 
small body, face 
down on the shore, 
washed from the 
Mediterranean onto a 
Turkish beach. Tiny. 

Alone. Dead. The victim of an 
attempt to escape death, only to 
have it find him during a desper-
ate trek taken in the hope of 
finding safety.

This is a sign of failure, not of a 
single boat foundering before 
delivering its cargo of migrants to 
Europe, a land that promises a 
future and, more important, 
security. No, this is a failure of 
world leaders to recognise that 
there is — and has been for some 
time — a crisis of unimaginable 
magnitude taking place on 
eastern and southern Mediterra-
nean shores

Some who are trying to enter 
Europe are economic refugees 
looking for a better life. There are 
very good reasons they are 
leaving their homes as they look 
to the future. Economies affected 
by terror and war have stagnated, 
severely limiting the prospects of 
young people in these countries. 
Some seek a better life else-
where; others become convinced 
a better future can be found 
through radicalisation. 

However, hundreds of thou-
sands of people — let’s stress that 
word “people” — are trying to 
escape unimaginable conditions 
and dire threats across the 
Mediterranean basin. They are 
looking for a sanctuary from 
almost certain death.

The reasons are many but two 
of the most obvious are the 
Islamic State (ISIS) and the 
fighting in Syria. ISIS uses 
draconian methods to keep its 
“citizens” in line in territory it 
controls. The result is a predict-
able exodus. In Syria, suffering 
through that oxymoronic term 
“civil war”, millions have left 
because of widespread violence 
and atrocities — barrel bombs, 

chemical weapons — 
carried out by all sides.

While these battles 
go on over patches of 
dirt and sand, people 
are suffering to a 
degree that is unfath-
omable to most in the 
Western world. They 
are tormented to the 
point that they leave 
generations-old 
homesteads just to 

keep their family safe. 
Despite tales of hundreds of 
migrants dying while trying 

similar escapes, they pay smug-
glers large sums in the hope of 
passage to safer lands.

All too often these migrants 
suffer the fate handed to 3-year-
old Aylan Kurdi, whose body was 
found on the Turkish beach. To 
paraphrase Joseph Stalin, one 
small boy drowning is a tragedy; 
thousands dying is a statistic.

The power of the image of 
Aylan’s body on the beach — trag-
edy that it is — must push all 
leaders to see that the thousands 
who are running from death and 
destruction represent a catastro-
phe of another magnitude. Even 
as he was being buried, along 
with his mother and brother, who 
were also among 12 people who 
died when their boat capsized 
September 2nd, the tragedy 
continued to unfold.

Pictures of overcrowded boats 
barely afloat and of long lines of 
faceless people waiting to enter 
the bureaucratic limbo before 
learning whether they meet the 
current definition of “refugee” 
are easier to ignore — the “trag-
edy” versus “statistic” argument. 
But Aylan is putting a face — a 
very human face — on the 
problem. His plight grabbed 
attention. Now the world must 
act on it. Will this truly matter or 
will the powers that be once 
again initiate a “hashtag” 
campaign to show their “con-
cern” only to forget Aylan, his 
brother and mother and the 
thousands like them once the 
“send” key is pushed? 

The kidnapping of Helen of 
Troy, whose beauty is said to be 
the “Face that Launched a 
Thousand Ships”, led to the 
Trojan War. 

Beauty is certainly worth 
fighting for; humanity, however, 
is an even greater cause and 
reason to be moved to action. 
Will the image of Aylan Kurdi be 
the face that launches a thousand 
ships to meet this humanity 
crisis?

John Hendel is Senior Editor for 
The Arab Weekly. He lives in the 
United States.

John Hendel

The reasons are many 
but two of the most 
obvious are the Islamic 
State (ISIS) and the 
fighting in Syria
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Reliance on drones alone only guarantees US defeat

T 

he CIA likes what 
drones do. It likes that 
they kill bad guys. So 
the CIA and US 
President Barack 
Obama’s administra-

tion behind the agency have been 
ramping up the drone war.

As a tactic in a war, using drones 
to eliminate prominent figures in 
the Islamic State (ISIS) or other 
organisations can be highly 
effective. The problem comes if 
US policy planners repeat their 
mistake of imagining that techno-
logical sophistication is a substi-
tute for boots on the ground, 
old-fashioned soldiers and 
sensible, competent tactics.

In these areas, the US military is 
far from the best in the world. At 
the strategic level, it is childish, 
complacent and woeful.

The United States cannot defeat 
ISIS forces without fielding its 
own reliable army of brave, 
well-trained ground soldiers to do 
it. If the US military cannot afford 
to do this and does not allocate 
enough troops to do it, then it 
needs competent allies to do the 
job.

The Iraqi Army is not such an 
ally. US military leaders and their 
think-tank stooges continue to 
imagine that such forces can be 

magically created “or 
trained” by the wave of a 
magic wand in the space 
of a few months.

In reality, such forces 
can only be recruited from 
established, settled 
societies that generate 
trust, faith and goodwill. 

But US policies in the Middle 
East over the past 15 years have 
systematically undermined and 
destroyed such societies. They 
created moral and emotional 
deserts where once stable socie-
ties flourished and then US 

officials are surprised that no new 
loyalty and commitment emerge 
to defend the chaos they did so 
much to make.

Firing 100,000 drones will not 
win the war against ISIS. Nazi 
Germany killed 6,000 civilians in 
London in the last year of World 
War II, mainly using the famous 
V-1 flying bomb, in effect the 
cruise missile or drone bomb of its 
day.

It did not help: During that same 
year, the German Army lost more 
than 2 million soldiers against 
Soviet and Anglo-American troops 
as they crushed the infamous 
Reich from east and west.

The American obsession with 
wonder weapons that will 
magically win every war pain-

lessly has been going on a long 
time. The Boeing B-17 Flying 
Fortress, heavily armoured and 
with machine guns deployed to 
defend it, was supposed to win 
World War II invincibly for the 
United States with almost zero 
casualties.

Instead 80,000 US airmen lost 
their lives overwhelmingly in 
bomber missions against Nazi 
Germany. Britain’s Royal Air Force 
lost a similar number — an even 
more severe human loss since 
Britain had only one-third the US 
population at the time.

Where the US B-17 failed and the 
German V-1 failed, the 21st-cen-
tury American drone will not 
succeed. It is no substitute for 
putting an army on the ground. It 

is no substitute for supporting 
real, well-established states in the 
region. It is no substitute for 
anything.  Drones will not magi-
cally win the war against ISIS. 
Drones used carefully and 
sparingly can be a useful adjunct 
in that war. But putting faith in 
the drones to win the war will be a 
recipe for defeat. It will ensure 
that the war is either won by the 
ISIS or by Iran stepping in and 
picking up the pieces.

Martin Sieff is a senior fellow of 
the American University in 
Moscow and the author most 
recently of Gathering Storm: The 
Seventh Era of American History 
and the Coming Crisis that will 
Lead to It. (Amazon-Kindle, 2014).

Martin Sieff

Firing 100,000 drones 
will not win the war 
against ISIS

An MQ-1C Gray Eagle drone armed with Hellfire missiles, in Camp Taji, Iraq, in 2011.

The UAE is defending Gulf region by defending Yemen

T 

he United Arab 
Emirates (UAE) 
announced the tragic 
deaths of 45 of its 
soldiers and officers 
in Yemen’s Marib 

province, alongside ten Saudi and 
five Bahraini soldiers killed in the 
same attack.

The central province, which is a 
strategically important energy 
hub, does not share a border with 
Saudi territory and represents a 
vital artery to Sana’a, providing 
most of the electricity to the 
Yemeni capital. This is thanks to 
the Marib dam, which was rebuilt 

by late UAE ruler Sheikh Zayed 
bin Sultan al-Nahyan. The dam 
was inaugurated in 1986 at a time 
when Yemen was in desperate 
need of assistance to assure its 
very survival as a state.

Sheikh Zayed’s goal was to 
provide water and electricity to 
the people of Yemen, nothing 
more and nothing less. He took 
this stance based on his view that 
Yemen was an important and 
intrinsic part of the Arab world. 
Ultimately, nobody can deny that 
many Arabs trace their origins to 
Yemen, while the collapse of the 
historic Marib dam represented 

the beginning of the dispersion of 
the Arab tribes across the region, 
including to the shores of the Gulf 
region. The Marib dam collapsed 
in 580 and was a major factor in 
the fragmentation of the Arab 
tribes. Sheikh Zayed, who 
possessed unificationist thinking, 
demonstrated his vision when he 
made the decision to restore the 
dam close to the site of the 
original. This confirmed Sheikh 
Zayed’s commitment to the 
principles of pan-Arabism and 
what that represents, from a 
cultural angle first of all and the 
idea of preserving and protecting 
Arab history.

That the death of so many 
Emirati soldiers and officers came 
in Marib province is evidence that 
the UAE remains faithful to the 
historic mission as set out by 
Sheikh Zayed. The sole objective 
of the Arab intervention, which 
began in March 2015 as part of the 
Saudi-led coalition, is to rescue 
Yemen and return it to the Yemeni 
people, preventing it from 
becoming a de facto Iranian 
colony. There has always been an 
Emirati awareness of the high 
price that would be paid by the 
entire region on losing Yemen. 
Sheikh Zayed’s efforts were an 
early expression of this.

The latest losses suffered by the 
UAE will not deter it from dedicat-
ing itself to its mission that has 
resulted in the liberation of Aden 
and will see other important 
victories. The UAE’s sole concern 
is to help Yemen and its people, 
ensuring that the country does 
not fall under the sway of the 
Iran-backed Houthi rebels, who 
have also allied with former 
president Ali Abdullah Saleh and 
his supporters. Sheikh Moham-
med bin Zayed al-Nahyan, crown 
prince of Abu Dhabi and deputy 
supreme commander of the UAE’s 

armed forces, was very clear 
when he said that the UAE is 
committed to “purge” Yemen of 
the Houthis, who are only 
interested in wreaking havoc. He 
confirmed the Emirati people’s 
commitment to lifting the 
oppression of their Yemeni 
“brothers”.

This is a reaffirmation of faith 
by the Emirati leadership of the 
mission to restore and rescue 
Yemen and its people. The UAE 
has no other choice but to 
continue with this mission which, 
above anything else, is also a 
defence of its own national 
security and people.

Sheikh Zayed demonstrated an 
early understanding of the 
importance that Yemen repre-
sents to the Arab Gulf and 
regional security. So there is a 
form of consistency in the UAE’s 
policy towards Yemen today.

Ultimately, the UAE is defend-
ing itself by defending Yemen. 
The heroes who were martyred in 
Marib were on the front lines of a 
fight in defence of their country 
and region. They were carrying 
out their national duty in defence 
of their homeland and people and 
indeed in the service of the entire 
Arab Gulf region.

Khairallah Khairallah is a 
Lebanese writer. The commentary 
was translated and adapted from 
the Arabic.  It was initially 
published on middle-east-online.
com.

Khairallah Khairallah

Wounded Emirati soldier Mohammed al-Balooshi at the Zayed Military Hospital in Abu Dhabi, United 
Arab Emirates.

Ultimately, 
the UAE is 
defending itself 
by defending 
Yemen
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Obama tries to reassure Saudis on Iran deal

After heavy losses, anti-Houthi coalition vows to retaliate

London

A 

fter White House meet-
ing between Saudi Ara-
bia’s King Salman bin 
Abdul-Aziz Al Saud and 
US President Barack 

Obama, Riyadh publicly reiterated 
its satisfaction with US assurances 
regarding the nuclear deal with 
Iran. But experts expect underlying 
differences between the countries 
to linger.

In a statement issued after the 
September 4th meeting, the leaders 
“affirmed the need to continue ef-
forts to maintain security, prosper-
ity and stability in the region and in 
particular to counter Iran’s desta-
bilising activities”. Neither Obama 
nor Salman, however, took direct 
questions about their talks.

Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-
Jubeir said Obama assured the king 
that the agreement prevents Iran 
from acquiring a nuclear weapon, 
includes inspections of military and 
suspected sites and has a provision 
for the snapback of sanctions if Iran 
violates the agreement.

Under those conditions, Jubeir 
said, Saudi Arabia supported the 
deal.

Saudi Arabia and its Gulf Coop-
eration Council (GCC) neighbours, 
nonetheless, fear that the relief of 
sanctions against Iran will give the 
Islamic Republic additional resourc-
es to pursue hostile regional poli-
cies, including support for groups 
such as Hezbollah and Yemen’s 
Houthi militia, with which Saudi 
Arabia has been embroiled in a war 
since March.

The problem of Iran’s regional 
aggressiveness and meddling has 
been Riyadh’s primary concern, so 
the relief of sanctions in some ways 
is more of a threat than is Tehran’s 
nuclear programme.

More deeply, some in Saudi Ara-
bia fear that the US administration 
is pinning hopes on the nuclear deal 
to usher in a détente in US-Iranian 
relations, under which Washington 
would acquiesce to Tehran’s desire 
to be recognised as a dominant — 

perhaps the dominant — power in 
the Gulf region.

“The partnership is still alive but 
under new terms,” Jamal Khashog-
gi, general manager of the soon-to-
be launched Al-Arab news channel 
said.

“Saudi Arabia realised that Amer-
ica changed in the last decade with 
the Iraq war and the Obama admin-
istration not interested in playing 
a direct role in the region, so this 
caused Saudi Arabia to become 
more assertive,” said Khashoggi, 
who is a former media adviser to 
Saudi Prince Turki al-Faisal.

Khashoggi said differences still 
exist on issues such as Syria and 
that the kingdom is likely to con-
tinue trying to persuade the United 

States to support Riyadh’s objec-
tives, which focus on removing the 
Iranian-backed Assad regime.

“The new partnership is Saudi 
Arabia taking the initiative and the 
lead in the region and for the Unit-
ed States to stand by the kingdom. 
It worked in Yemen and it should 
work elsewhere,” Khashoggi added.

But the Saudis want more than a 

United States that passively “stands 
by” the kingdom. Numerous sourc-
es in Washington report that the 
Pentagon is finalising a $1 billion 
arms package for Riyadh.

Also on the Obama-Salman agen-
da was Yemen, with Obama declar-
ing that an inclusive, functioning 
government in Sana’a that could re-
lieve the humanitarian crisis was a 
shared priority for both nations.

The United States has supported 
the Saudi-led coalition that has 
been fighting Iran-allied Houthi re-
bels. However, despite its military 
and logistical support for the war, 
the Obama administration also says 
it is concerned about the humani-
tarian crisis in Yemen.

This was the first official visit by 

Salman since his coronation in Janu-
ary. He was invited to the summit of 
GCC leaders at Camp David in May 
but cancelled at the last minute, 
sending Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Nayef bin Abdul-Aziz and Dep-
uty Crown Prince Mohammed bin 
Salman bin Abdul-Aziz, who is also 
defence minister, instead.

At the time, US media labelled 
the king’s absence as a snub. Both 
governments denied that interpre-
tation. It was clear, however, the 
Iran nuclear deal exacerbated the 
confidence gap between the two 
countries.

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

London

A 

week after suffering its 
biggest losses in terms of 
casualties, the Saudi-led 
Arab coalition fighting 
Houthis in Yemen inten-

sified the bombardment of Sana’a in 
retaliation, while reinforcements of 
Gulf troops was intended to support 
pro-government fighters in a new 
push into the Yemeni capital.

Iran-allied Houthis killed 60 
members of the Saudi-led alliance, 
the majority of whom were Emira-
tis, when a Soviet-era Tochka mis-
sile hit a weapons depository in the 
central province of Marib on Sep-
tember 4th.

A day after the attack, the pro-
government coalition hit Houthi 
targets across Yemen, including in 
Sana’a. Qatar and Saudi Arabia on 
September 7th sent major reinforce-
ments in support of government 
loyalists.

According to Qatar’s Al Jazeera 
news channel, approximately 1,000 
Qatari soldiers and 200 armoured 
vehicles were deployed to join the 
coalition in Marib. The London-
based Al-Hayat newspaper said 
Saudi Arabia had also sent “huge re-
inforcements” of elite forces, along 

with Qatari troops to Marib. “Final 
preparations are being made for a 
decisive battle, before moving on to 
liberate Sana’a,” the Saudi-owned 
newspaper said.

Al Jazeera reported that the num-
ber of forces deployed by the alli-
ance had risen to 10,000. A military 
source told Reuters news agency 
that Qatari troops were on their way 

to Yemen and were to join a new 
push on Houthi positions in Sana’a. 
This was the first reported deploy-
ment of Qatari ground troops since 
the start of military operations in 
March.

The preparations for the push into 
Sana’a has seen a spike in non-Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC) troops 
in Yemen, with reports of Egyptian 

personnel and the arrival of 6,000 
Sudanese set to join the coalition.

“Our revenge shall not take long,” 
Abu Dhabi Crown Prince Sheikh 
Mohammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan 
told local media, vowing to hit back 
at the Houthis. “We will press ahead 
until we purge Yemen of the scum,” 
he said during a meeting with Yem-
eni President Abd Rabbo Mansour 
Hadi.

“These events will not make the 
UAE back down from its humani-
tarian obligation towards its Arab 
brothers,” said Mohammed, “We 
are supporting you (Hadi) until the 
end. We have a common history 
and ask Allah to achieve victory 
very soon.”

The September 4th attack under-
scored the human sacrifice associ-
ated with war. 

The incident occurred in Mar-
ib governorate in central Yemen 
near the border with Saudi Arabia, 
when, according to UAE Minister 
of State for Foreign Affairs Anwar 
Gargash, a Houthi missile struck an 

ammunition depot.
Officials from the media office of 

the Iran-allied Houthi rebels con-
firmed that they fired a Tochka mis-
sile in the area, the Associated Press 
reported.

The bodies of the Emirati soldiers 
were flown to the UAE capital the 
day after the tragedy. A special mil-
itary ceremony at the airport hon-
oured the dead.

“Sheikh Khalifa bin Zayed al-
Nahyan this evening mourned the 
Emirati gallant soldiers who fell in 
the line of duty in Marib in Yemen 
in defence of the right and justice 
and in support of the aggrieved 
people during ‘Operation Restore 
Hope’, under the Arab alliance to 
support the people of Yemen and 
their legitimate government,” a 
statement by the UAE’s Ministry of 
Presidential Affairs said.

The UAE is part of a Saudi-led 
coalition that launched an air war 
against the rebels on March 26th. 
The Houthis seized Sana’a in Sep-
tember 2014 and continued taking 
over parts of the rest of the country, 
which resulted in the UN-recog-
nised government fleeing to Aden 
and then Saudi Arabia.

 Gulf Arab countries, led by the 
Saudis, intervened to try to restore 
it to power. The fighting has result-
ed in the death of more than 4,500 
people, including many civilians.

Experts expect 
underlying 
differences between 
the countries to 
linger

The problem of 
Iran’s regional 
aggressiveness and 
meddling has been 
Riyadh’s primary 
concern

President Barack Obama, right, meets with King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud  of Saudi Arabia in the Oval Office of the White House, on 
September 4th.

Mohammed Alkhereiji

Mohammed Alkhereiji

Military vehicles carrying Gulf Arab soldiers arrive at Yemen’s 
northern province of Marib, on September 8, 2015.

A day after 
the attack, the 
pro-government 
coalition hit Houthi 
targets across 
Yemen
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Baghdad

I 

raqi Kurdish leader Masoud 
Barzani has suggested a refer-
endum as a way to overcome 
a political vacuum in autono-
mous northern regions of Iraq 

caused by the expiry of his term as 
president.

The possible power vacuum is 
one of many challenges facing the 
Kurdistan region. It also must deal 
with growing security threats by 
Islamic State (ISIS) militants, a fi-
nancial crunch and fresh Turkish 
military activities against Kurdish 
rebels in the area.

Barzani’s ruling Kurdistan Dem-
ocratic Party (KDP) is pushing for 
its chief’s term to be extended 
again. However, other Kurdish par-

ties want the parliament speaker 
to take up the presidency of Iraqi 
Kurdistan for two months until 
elections are held.

Barzani’s latest term as president 
of Iraqi Kurdistan, which was re-
newed in 2013, ended August 20th.

His suggestion of a vote came in 

a closed-door meeting September 
5th with Jan Kubis, UN Secretary-
General Ban Ki-moon’s special rep-
resentative for Iraq.

“In case a solution to the ques-
tion of the leadership of region was 
not reached between all the sides, 
we prefer to return to the people to 
say their word,” Barzani told Kubis 
in remarks carried by the Kurdish 
and Iraqi media.

“The opinion of the people will 
give us solutions.”

Legal expert Tareq Harb told The 
Arab Weekly that the Kurdistan 
region has entered a legal vacuum 
with the expiration of Barzani’s 
term.

Barzo Majid of the regional par-
liament’s Goran bloc — one of the 
main parties in the region — in-
sisted that the “problem must be 
resolved quickly; otherwise, we’re 
falling in a serious legal problem”.

If political parties cannot agree 
on a solution, the parliament 
speaker should “take up the posi-
tion of the president of the region 
for a period of two months until 
elections are held”, Majid said.

The KDP has refused the pro-
posal.

Harb said Iraqi Prime Minister 
Haider al-Abadi could appoint a 
temporary Kurdish leader.

“Being the head of the Federal 
Council of Ministers, Abadi can 
name a personality from the region 
to preside over it until elections are 
held, whether that is done through 

the Kurdish regional parliament or 
a referendum,” Harb explained.

However, Mohammad Khalil, 
a leading member of the KDP, 
countered the suggestion, saying: 
“Interference by the Iraqi prime 
minister would be a flagrant con-
stitutional violation.” Kurdish par-
ties have met for talks on the issue 
at least a dozen times since August 
20th.

Barzani, 69, is the son of revered 
Kurdish nationalist leader and KDP 
founder Mustafa Barzani and has 
been in office for ten years, two 
terms as president with a two-
year extension since 2013. His 
family has long been the 
dominant force in 
Kurdish poli-
tics, with its 
members 
holding top positions 
in the regional gov-
ernment.

Iraqi Kurdistan has its own gov-
ernment, security forces, borders 
and flag. Barzani had earlier pro-
posed another referendum on the 
future of the autonomous Kurd-
ish areas, but then said the fight 
against ISIS has impeded the 
move.

Iraq’s Kurdistan is dependent on 
the federal government for funds 
but complains that Baghdad has 
either paid it less than its share 
of the budget or not at all and the 
region is independently exporting 
oil to boost revenues.

On 

April 20th, Republicans in the US 
House of Representatives intro-
duced an arms bill that proposed 
that the Pentagon bypass Bagh-
dad’s government and directly 
supply weapons to Iraq’s three ma-
jor ethno-religious factions — Sun-
ni Muslims in the West, Shias in 
the south and Kurds in the north.

Most significantly, the document 
referred to the various regions as 
“countries”, language strongly re-
jected by Baghdad and the rest of 
the Arab world.

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

Iraqi Kurdish leader 
calls for referendum to 
overcome legal vacuum
Nermeen Mufti

Power vacuum. A man sewing an Iraqi Kurdish flag bearing a por-
trait of Iraqi Kurdistan president Masoud Barzani, last August, in 
Erbil.

The Kurdistan region 
has entered a legal 
vacuum with the 
expiration of 
Barzani’s term

Amman

I 

nitial tests on mortar shell 
fragments fired by Islamic 
State (ISIS) militants on Kurd-
ish forces in northern Iraq on 
August 11th indicated traces of 

mustard gas and a broader investi-
gation has been launched to verify 
the finding, a diplomat and US offi-
cials said.

ISIS shelled the town of Mari in 
Syria’s northern province of Aleppo 
on August 22nd and again Septem-
ber 1st and many residents died 
from asphyxiation as a foul smell 
filled the air,  residents said.

The attacks in Iraq and Syria are 
the latest indications that ISIS has 
chemical weapons.

“This is a critical development 
that threatens the interests of the 
United States and the safety of its 
allies in the Middle East,” said a Jor-
dan-based Western diplomat, com-
menting on the attack in Iraq.

Speaking on condition of ano-
nymity, the diplomat said US of-
ficials were trying to confirm the 
chemical agent used, how much 
was contained in the shells and the 
source of the substance.

If it was determined that sul-
phur mustard was indeed used, 
ISIS could have obtained it in Syria, 
which agreed to relinquish its stock-
pile of banned chemical weapons in 
2013, or in Iraq, the diplomat said.

Witnesses to the attack near the 
town of Makhmur in northern Iraq 
reported a billowing plume of yel-

lowish smoke and a bleach smell 
that filled the air as wounded resi-
dents fell.

ISIS launched two attacks on Mari 
around the end of August using 
gas in artillery shells, according to 
two Syrians — an activist who wit-
nessed the second attack and a Mari 
resident who fled to Damascus after 
the earlier offensive.

“The air was filled with a very 
strong, bad odour and many peo-
ple were asphyxiated,” the activist 
said. The gas had a “distinct smell 
of rotten eggs”, he said.

The Mari resident said he saw 
“white fumes” in the air shortly af-
ter mortars hit densely populated 
areas on August 22nd. “There was 
panic, people were choking and 
falling down,” he said, noting that 
he watched from afar. The activist 
and the Mari resident spoke to The 
Arab Weekly in Jordan in separate 
telephone interviews. They in-
sisted on anonymity, citing safety 
reasons.

Zaher al-Saket, a brigadier-gen-
eral who defected from the Syrian 
army’s chemical division in 2013, 
said ISIS used mustard gas in Mari.

Saket, who heads an independ-
ent centre documenting the Syr-
ian government’s chemical attacks, 
said he had investigated more than 
90 suspected cases in the past year. 
He said chlorine was mostly used 
by the Syrian regime, but more re-
cently by ISIS.

In Washington, US Marine Corps 
Brigadier-General Kevin Killea, 
chief of staff for operations against 
ISIS, said shell fragments from the 
attack in Iraq tested positive for 
sulphur mustard in a field analysis. 
Killea said the test was not conclu-
sive proof of chemical weapons use 
and the fragments would be tested 
further.

In the August 11th incident, 
mortar shells were fired at Kurd-
ish peshmerga positions near 
Makhmur, Killea said. Fragments 
were collected by Kurdish fighters 
and given to US forces in the region.

About 80 km south-east of Mo-
sul, Makhmur district is disputed 
by the Kurdistan Regional Govern-
ment and the central government 
in Baghdad.

 ISIS captured Makhmur in June 
2014, but Kurdish peshmerga forc-
es retook the territory in August 
2014.

Witnesses said they saw columns 
of “yellow clouds” over the town 

the day of the attack.
“It started with heavy ISIS shell-

ing against the peshmerga, then we 
saw yellowish-white smoke rising 
to the sky,” said resident Abdullah 
Jobouri.

“I saw injured people lying in 
the street after the smoke disap-
peared,” said witness Mohammed 
Anzi. He said there was a distinct 
“smell of bleach household clean-

ers that filled the air”.
In Mosul, resident Firas Hamada-

ni said he heard ISIS leaders in his 
city on August 11th boasting that 
they attacked the peshmerga with 
chemicals.

“They bragged about it but 
didn’t say what type of chemical 
they used,” Hamadani said in a tel-
ephone interview from Baghdad.

A peshmerga official, speaking 
on condition of anonymity, dis-
missed the US suggestion that the 
chemical agent was mustard gas. 
“It was chlorine,” he said, but de-
clined to elaborate.

Sulphur mustard is a Class 1 
chemical agent, which means it 
has few uses other than chemical 
warfare. Commonly referred to as 
mustard gas, it causes severe, de-
layed burns to the eyes, skin and 
respiratory tract, according to the 
US Centers for Disease Control.

Sulphur mustard can also affect 
the nervous system and cause ex-
cess saliva, tears and urine, diar-
rhoea and vomiting. The gas, which 
can smell like garlic or mustard, is 
fatal in large doses.

There have been previous reports 
of ISIS using chemicals in other at-
tacks. In March, the autonomous 
Kurdish government in northern 
Iraq said it had evidence that ISIS 
used chlorine in a car bomb attack 
on January 23rd. 

The Conflict Armament Research 
group and Sahan Research group 
said in July that ISIS had targeted 
peshmerga with a projectile filled 
with an unknown chemical agent 
on June 21st or 22nd.

The organisations said they had 
documented two such attacks 
against Kurdish fighters of the 
People’s Protection Units in Syria’s 
north-eastern Hasakah province on 
June 28th.

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.

Evidence mounts of ISIS mustard gas use
Jamal J. Halaby

A person receiving treatment after being exposed to toxic gas in 
the rural town of Mari, at the end of August.

Witnesses to the 
attack near the town 
of Makhmur in 
northern Iraq 
reported a billowing 
plume of yellowish 
smoke
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L 

iberal activists and politi-
cians in Egypt launched a 
campaign aimed at driv-
ing the public away from 
Islamist parties.

Called “No to Religious Parties”, 
the campaign warns against what 
supporters describe as the “dan-
gers” posed by Islamist parties on 
Egypt’s future and its unity.

“These parties have a racist ide-
ology that aims at destroying the 
unity of this society,” Samir Ghat-
tas, a liberal politician and one of 
the founders of “No to Religious 
Parties”, said. “They discriminate 
against Christians and everybody 
else who does not blindly follow 
their ideology.”

The Muslim Brotherhood’s Free-
dom and Justice Party was the 
largest Islamist party in Egypt af-
ter the 2011 revolution. The Broth-
erhood, which emerged in 1928 
as a charity educational organi-
sation, won a majority of seats in 
2012 parliamentary elections. One 
of its senior members, Muham-
mad Morsi, was elected president 
in June 2012.

But the Brotherhood failed to 
address the country’s economic 

and political problems, which led 
to demonstrations in June 2013 to 
demand its removal from power.

A government crackdown that 
followed Morsi’s overthrow and 
the dissolution of the party dimin-
ished the Muslim Brotherhood’s 
power and presence on the streets 
to virtually nothing.

Now, the largest Islamist party 
in Egypt is al-Nour, an ultraortho-
dox Salafist party which acts as the 
political arm of the Salafist Call. 
The Salafist Call has existed for 
decades and formed al-Nour after 
the 2011 revolution. The Salafist 
Call promotes what it describes as 
a “pure version” of Islam.

When the Brotherhood was in 
power, al-Nour was allied to it. 
However, the Salafists switched 
to support the demonstrators in 
2013.

Ghattas and his colleagues in 
the campaign say al-Nour is just 
another face of the Muslim Broth-
erhood.

“Like the Brotherhood, the 
Salafists want to have their own 

supreme leader and found their 
own Islamist dictatorship,” he 
said. “Like the Brotherhood, they 
do not have a national agenda but 
one that expresses the interests of 
some foreign powers.”

Al-Nour controlled 22% of the 
seats of the Muslim Brotherhood-
dominated parliament in 2012. As 
it campaigned, the party refused 
to include photos of its female 
candidates on election posters. It 
placed flowers instead.

Al-Nour party chief Younis 
Makhyoun said he and his col-
leagues do not pay attention to 
“No to Religious Parties”.

“Some people just want to see us 
out of this country’s political stage 
altogether in order to be alone on 
this stage,” he said. “We are not a 

religious party but a political one 
and this was why the government 
licensed us.”

The Egyptian constitution bans 
the founding of political parties 
along religious lines. Al-Nour’s 
members are bearded and some 
preach in mosques. The discourse 
of the party is never free from reli-
gious overtones.

Leftist activist Hussein Abdel-
Razek supports “No to Religious 
Parties”, saying Egyptians are 
tired of mixing religion with poli-
tics.

“The people have seen for them-
selves the disastrous consequenc-
es this can lead to,” Abdel-Razek 
said. “I believe the mood of the 
public is totally against these Is-
lamists now.”

However, he said he was afraid 
that the dissolution of al-Nour 
Party as well as other Islamist par-
ties in Egypt would open the door 
for violence.

Ghattas’s campaign said when it 
had collected enough signatures 
from the public it would submit the 
documents to a state court to seek a 
ruling against religious parties.

“No to Religious Parties” 
spokeswoman Dalia Ziada said she 
and her colleagues had collected 
400,000 signatures.

“There is massive public re-
sponse to the campaign,” Ziada 
said. “A lot of people are just sup-
portive.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher is an 
Egyptian journalist based in Cairo.

‘No to Religious 
Parties’ campaign 
gathers steam in 
Egypt

Campaign founders during a conference in Cairo.

The Egyptian 
constitution bans 
the founding of 
political parties 
along religious lines

Cairo

I 

n central Cairo’s upmarket 
Dokki neighbourhood, a new 
political party has popped up 
but to passers-by the new en-
tity was reason for confusion.

The new party is only metres 
from the premises of al-Wafd Party. 
Founded in 1918, al-Wafd is Egypt’s 
oldest and largest liberal politi-
cal party. The other group is also 
called al-Wafd but with the adjec-
tive “New” added to its name.

The new entity is an offshoot of 
the old party, which held the ma-
jority for a long time before the 
army-led movement of 1952 ended 
the monarchy in Egypt.

Al-Wafd has been headed for 
breakup. The party took its first 
steps towards splitting up a few 
months ago when its chief, Al-
Sayed al-Badawi, a business and 
media mogul-cum-politician, sacked 
seven of the 53 higher party body 
members.

The sacked members formed a 
self-styled reform group and start-
ed attracting followers and dissi-
dents, founding the new political 
entity.

However, problems inside al-
Wafd, according to sacked higher 
body member Abdel Aziz al-Nahas, 
started long before Badawi kicked 
him and the six other members 
out.

“The party chief committed se-
rious violations in the course of 
the past few years, mistakes that 

gravely threatened the party’s fu-
ture and precipitously reduced its 
popularity,” Nahas said.

Nahas and his comrades say the 
mistakes include Badawi’s support 
for ousted Islamist president Mu-
hammad Morsi when he was in of-
fice and also a series of what they 
describe as “dictatorial decisions” 
taken by the party chief.

They say the decisions include 
the firing of 900 party general 
assembly members and the ap-
pointment of 1,200 others of Bad-
awi’s choice in the assembly, which 
makes party core decisions.

Nevertheless, the potential dis-
integration of al-Wafd into smaller 
ineffective pieces is a reflection of 
Egypt’s political strife, according to 
some observers.

There are more than 100 political 

parties in Egypt but the vast ma-
jority are weak and do not have a 
meaningful following. Some politi-
cal parties boast a membership of 
only the party chief and a handful 
of people, most of them either rela-
tives of the party chief or friends.

This is the crux of Egypt’s politi-
cal crisis: the country’s secular par-
ties do not have any real presence 
on the ground, leaving the elec-
torate with religious parties as the 
only options.

Al-Wafd is not the first political 
party to face partition. Before the 
2011 revolution that ended the au-
tocracy of longstanding president 
Hosni Mubarak, al-Ghad (Tomor-
row) Party split into two. Leader-
ship conflicts also threatened other 
parties, including the Nasserite 
Party, the al-Ahrar Party and the 
Arab Socialist Party.

Nevertheless, al-Wafd was the 
hope of this country’s liberals, es-
pecially before Egypt’s parliamen-
tary elections, which are expected 
mid-October. Together the Egyp-
tian liberals’ hopes were pinned 
on al-Wafd to lead Egypt’s secular 
parties in the parliamentary battle 
against the Salafists.

“The weakening of al-Wafd will 
only serve its rivals and undermine 
the ability of Egypt’s secular par-
ties before the elections,” political 
activist Hamdy el-Fakharany said. 
“This is very dangerous.”

Al-Wafd was among several par-
ties trying to drum up a non-reli-
gious coalition against the Salafists. 
These parties have come short of 
creating the aspired coalition and 
the division of al-Wafd will likely 
deal a severe blow to these efforts, 
according to Fakharany.

The crisis inside al-Wafd gained 
the attention of Egyptian President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, who met party 
rivals in mid-May.

Sisi, according to Nahas, sug-
gested during the meeting that 
Badawi keep the party higher body 
intact for one year and then have 

elections. The higher body is the 
party section that has the final say 
in party policies.

“While al-Badawi pledged to do 
this, he did not honour this pledge 
after the meeting,” Nahas said.

Badawi, meanwhile, says he 
will reconsider the sacking of Na-
has and his colleagues only when 
they apologise for mistakes they 
made. He added during a recent 
party meeting that he did not bear 
any personal grudge to the sacked 
members but that they had affront-
ed al-Wafd as an institution by talk-
ing publicly about party problems.

The reformist group, however, 
says it will not apologise and that it 
only talked about the party chief’s 
failures.

Inside the group’s new head-
quarters, what looked like a bee-
hive was in action. The group’s 
members were busy making phone 
calls to party members to lobby 
against Badawi. They say they will 
have public rallies to tell of viola-
tions by the party chief.

Mahmoud Ali, a member of the 
group, says along with the rallies, 
he and his colleagues will publish 
a book containing the violations 
of Badawi in a bid to rally support 
against him.

“Al-Badawi has turned this party 
into a body that little represents its 
members,” Ali said. “He committed 
serious violations and these viola-
tions must be made clear to every-
body.”

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Egypt’s largest liberal party faces divisions
Amr Emam

A sign at the front of the New al-Wafd Party reading “al-Wafd Reformist Trend”.
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Hebron, West Bank

“T
hey stole my bicycle,” 
sobbed 9-year-old Mar-
wan Sharabati outside 
his home, pointing at 
Jewish settlers walking 

undeterred down Martyr Street in 
the old quarters of Hebron, south of 
the West Bank.

His father, Mufeed, rushed to 
comfort him: “You will get it back, 
son. Don’t worry”.

“This is part of the daily practices 
of Jewish settlers, who also shower 
us with stones, beat our women and 
kidnap and kill our children with the 
support of Israeli soldiers,” lament-
ed the older Sharabati, resuming an 
interview with The Arab Weekly he 
interrupted to console his son.

A few months ago, Jewish settlers 
kidnapped Marwan as he played 
with his sister near their house, his 
father said. “I raised hell with Israeli 
police until they fetched him from 
Jewish settlers and brought him 
back home,” he said.

“He’s traumatised and usually 
screams and kicks if someone taps 
him from the back while he’s inat-
tentive, thinking it’s Jewish settlers 
attempting to abduct him again.”

Marwan Sharabati is one of scores 
of Palestinian children who have 
been kidnapped, harassed or even 
burned alive by extremist Jewish 
settlers under the watchful eye, or 
allegedly as part of a larger violent 
campaign, of the Israeli Army, ac-
cording accounts by Palestinian and 
Israeli residents of the West Bank.

Avi Issacharoff, a Middle East ana-
lyst for the Times of Israel, argued in 
a recent opinion piece that the vio-
lence will persist because the “state 
has demonstrated untenable toler-
ance and turned a blind eye, time af-
ter time” on “terrorism” committed 
by extremist Jewish settlers against 
Palestinians.

In a gruesome act, Israeli settlers 
burned to death Palestinian toddler 
Ali Dawabsheh as the 18-month-old 
boy slept at home with his parents 
and brother, Ahmed, 4.

On July 31st, an extremist group 
calling itself “Price Tag” torched 
the Dawabshehs’ home in the vil-
lage of Duma near the West Bank 
city of Nablus, throwing Molotov 
cocktails inside, trapping the fam-
ily. Ahmed and his parents were 
severely burned. The boys’ father, 
Saad Dawabsheh, died eight days 
after the attack. 

His mother, Riham Dawabsha, 
died on September 6th.

A year earlier, Palestinian teenag-
er Mohammed Abu-Khdeir was ab-
ducted by Israeli settlers on a street 
in traditionally Arab East Jerusalem. 
His charred body was found hours 
later at Givat Shaul settlement in the 
Jerusalem forest. An autopsy sug-
gested he was beaten and burned 
alive. 

The murder suspects, Jewish set-
tlers, said the attack as a response 
to the abduction and killing of three 
Israeli teens a month earlier.

A spokesman for Rabbis for Hu-
man Rights said the Dawabshehs 
crime was the 10th deadly attack by 
settlers against Palestinians in Nab-
lus in July. The Palestine Liberation 
Organisation (PLO), however, pro-
vides a more disturbing account. It 
said the number of Jewish settlers’ 
attacks on Palestinian civilians, one-
third of them lethal, stood at 11,000 
from January through June.

Violence against Palestinians is 
part and parcel of Israel’s occupa-
tion policy, draped in numerous 
crimes that have gone unpunished.

Ali Dawabsheh is no different 
from the 490 Palestinian children 
killed in Israel’s 51-day war on the 

Gaza Strip in July 2014. More than 
2,200 Palestinians, mostly civilians, 
died and more than 20,000 houses 
were demolished in Israeli attacks, 
said to be retaliation for missiles be-
ing fired from the area.

Adel Shadid, a Palestinian expert 
on Israeli affairs, said Israeli vio-
lence emanates from biblical beliefs.

“A growing number of ultra-ortho-
dox Jews, who are rising to promi-
nence in Israeli settler societies, 
insist that the West Bank and Gaza 
are for the Jews in line with God’s 
promise to them,” Shadid said.

“They are killing even children 
because they think they will grow 
up to become enemies of Israel.”

Hebron has a Palestinian majority 
of 170,000 and a small Jewish popu-
lace, estimated at 500-800, living 
mainly near the outskirts of the city. 
An area, called the H1 sector of He-

bron and home to around 130,000 
Palestinians, is governed by the Pal-
estinian Authority responsible for 
the rest of the West Bank.

 H2, which is inhabited by 40,000 
Palestinians, is under Israeli military 
control to protect Jews living in the 
old quarters of Hebron hills, near Al 
Haram Al Ibrahimi, Arabic for the 
Ibrahimi Mosque, also known to 
Muslims as the Sanctuary of Abra-
ham.

The site is also revered by Jews. 
It is known as the Cave of the Pa-
triarchs, a series of subterranean 
chambers that reflect Jewish tradi-
tion of double tombs for Abraham 
and his wife, Sarah, and others. 
Jewish and Muslim tradition have it 
that the cave and the adjoining field 
were purchased by Abraham as a 
burial plot.

Mufeed Sharabati, the father of 

the boy whose bicycle was taken 
by Israeli settlers, said he and oth-
er members of his family have not 
been spared in the violence by Jew-
ish settlers.

His said his daughter was run over 
by a car belonging to a Jewish set-
tler in 2014 and he was beaten until 
unconscious by Jewish settlers and 
police.

“When I woke up in the hospital 
hours later, I was told the beating 
caused a blood clot near the brain 
and fractured my spinal cord,” he 
sighed. He said he underwent ur-
gent surgery in Jordan, where parts 
of his spinal cord and four discs were 
replaced with artificial implants.

Mohammed S. Abu Johaysha, 
based in Hebron, the West Bank, 
has covered Palestinian affairs for 
ten years.

Palestinians’ daily settler nightmare
Mohammed S. Abu Johaysha

Marwan Sharabati, 9, stands in a Hebron street guarded by an Israeli soldier and adorned by Israeli f lags. 
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Hebron, West Bank
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alestinian President 
Mahmoud Abbas faces 
the most dire time in his 
presidency: divisions that 
have ripped apart Pal-

estinian ranks, failed peace talks 
with Israel that have undermined 
his long-sought quest for state-
hood, the rise of Islamic militancy 
in the Middle East and the growing 
influence of Shia Iran that is draw-
ing the attention of the Arabs away 
from the Palestinian issue.

Drastic options have been re-
cently floated in Palestinian circles 
or are at least being talked about as 
a way to draw attention back to the 
plight of Palestinians.

One idea being circulated is to 
annul all peace agreements with 
Israel, starting with the funda-
mental 1992 Oslo accords, which 
failed to achieve its primary goal 
of Palestinian statehood.

Another idea would be for Ab-
bas to dissolve the Palestinian Au-
thority (PA), which Israel virtually 
stripped of all powers.

Under that move, one or more 
steps could follow. One is to an-
nounce a government-in-exile, 
shouldering financial, administra-

tive and other responsibilities of 
nearly 4.5 million Palestinians and 
their lands in the West Bank and 
the Gaza Strip on the Israeli occu-
pation.

An alternative is to unilaterally 
proclaim an independent Palestin-
ian state and immediately declare 
it under Israeli occupation.

PA official Ahmed Majdalani 
said he consulted with Palestinian 
factions, including some in Syria, 
considering “some decisive op-
tions”.

“We can’t remain under the Is-
raeli status quo any longer,” he 
said. “It’s been 23 years since the 
peace negotiations kicked off and 
things are only getting worse for 
the Palestinian people.”

Abbas’s announcement of a Pal-
estinian state under occupation 
could come during the UN Gen-
eral Assembly, which recognised a 
“state of Palestine” in 2012, Majda-
lani said.

The level of Abbas’s frustration 
was evident when he and nine 
other members of the Executive 
Committee of the Palestine Liber-
ation Organisation (PLO) resigned 
August 22nd. Reports on the res-
ignations and their reasons were 
contradictory.

While Abbas said the decision 
was “irreversible”, Saeb Erekat, 
the chief Palestinian negotia-
tor with Israel who was recently 
named the PLO’s secretary-gener-
al, said the resignations were “un-
official” until approved or refused 
by Palestinian legislators.

Ghassan Shakaa, one of the offi-
cials who quit, said the move was 
aimed at “injecting new blood in 

the PLO” to “renew the work and 
the legitimacy of the Executive 
Committee”.

But another Executive Com-
mittee member, Mustafa Bargh-
outi, told The Arab Weekly that 
the purported resignations were 
“technical means” to ensure the 
quick assembly of the Palestinian 
parliament-in-exile, known as the 
Palestine National Council (PNC).

Even that institution was 
dragged into the Palestinian tu-
multuous debate. A meeting of the 
PNC was called shortly after the 
resignations. The PNC was sup-
posed to convene September 14th.

But on September 9th, PNC 
Speaker Salim Zaanoun an-
nounced that the meeting was 
postponed indefinitely, saying 

more preparations were needed to 
convene the largely lethargic and 
long-ignored body, which had last 
met  in Gaza in 1996.

Abbas appeared eager to have 
the congress assemble, clearly to 
consolidate his power by garner-
ing renewed support from the 
people’s representatives as he 
weighs his options.

Abbas has voiced impatience 
with Israel’s intransigence in 
peacemaking. The talks have been 
stalled for years and there is little 
chance that they will resume un-
der the current Israeli cabinet, the 
most hard line in recent history.

The Palestinian president is 
also nervous about Israel’s nego-
tiations with his rival, the militant 
Hamas rulers in Gaza. Dealings 

between Israel and the Palestin-
ian group it considers a terrorist 
organisation may further sideline 
the PA and deepen existing Pales-
tinian divisions. Hamas violently 
seized Gaza from the PA in June 
2007, sparking a deep rift with 
the PLO’s influential Fatah faction 
headed by Abbas.

Adding fuel to the fire is what 
Palestinians see as a lackadaisi-
cal US approach towards their 
peacemaking with Israel. Palestin-
ians worry that the issue will be 
shelved until a new US administra-
tion is in place in 2017.

Regionally, Abbas’s Arab “broth-
ers” are preoccupied with civil 
wars or militant violence, such as 
in Syria, Iraq, Yemen and Libya, 
while others are anxious over 
Iran’s growing influence in a Sun-
ni-dominated Arab world.

Al Quds Open University lecturer 
Adel Shadid said Palestinians were 
at a “crucial, historic juncture” in 
the wake of the “catastrophic fail-
ure of the peacemaking process”.

“Israel used the negotiations as 
a ploy to undermine our quest for 
statehood and claims to East Jeru-
salem as the capital of our state.

 It has also been beefing up set-
tlements in East Jerusalem and 
the rest of the West Bank to create 
a new reality on the ground and 
impede any viable negotiated set-
tlement,” Shadid said.

Therefore, Shadid added, what 
is needed are crucial moves, such 
as “reconsidering Palestinian rec-
ognition of Israel, declaring an end 
to the political process and ceasing 
economic and security relations 
with Israel”.

Abbas faces most dire moment of his presidency
Mohammed S. Abu Johaysha

Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas (C) addresses Palestinian 
leaders’ meeting, on March 4, 2015.

Another idea would 
be for Abbas to 
dissolve the 
Palestinian 
Authority
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F 

rom January through Au-
gust, the number of Islam-
ic State (ISIS) followers in 
Libya doubled. The rapid 
expansion of ISIS in Libya 

and its threat to the region deserve 
more scrutiny.

Not much is known about ISIS’s 
beginnings, other than it took ad-
vantage of a time of weak central 
authority and the absence of na-
tional consensus.

Politically, the movement touts 
“universal jihad” and is known for 
fast deployment and its cruelty. ISIS 
fighters quickly took over Sirte and 
vital infrastructure and institutions. 

The extreme cruelty with which 
ISIS fighters carry out executions 
has been widely publicised.

The international dimension of 
the movement can be seen in the di-
verse Arab nationalities of its lead-
ership and the fluidity of change 
among leaders.

This year five ISIS leaders in Libya 
were killed. Abu Bara al-Yemeni was 
the first. Next, Imed Sahd, from Lib-
ya, was assassinated, then Muftah 
al-Ghuwaiel, the head of the assas-
sination section of ISIS, was killed, 
followed by Basheer al-Darsi from 
Libya. The fifth was the Saudi Abu 
Azzam al-Jazrawi. None of the kill-
ings weakened the movement. Each 
time a leader fell, he was quickly 
replaced.

The current leader of ISIS in Libya 
goes by “al-Khazemi” and is thought 

to be a Yemeni national. He is act-
ing as a governor and representative 
of ISIS head Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi. 
The logistics section is headed by 
Abu Nabil al-Anbari from Iraq.

Many nationalities make up the 
movement in general. In the area of 
al-Qardabiya near Sirte, Tunisians, 
Saudis, Yemenis, Iraqis and others 
rub shoulders.

The rapid deployment of ISIS 
in a strategic area such as Sirte, in 
the middle of the Libyan coast, is a 
sign that the movement has a spe-
cific plan that starts with occupying 
large areas in Libya and will soon 
threaten neighbouring countries.

What is really frightening is that 
ISIS ideology is starting to take root 
in many Libyan cities. This situation 
may seem normal considering the 
absence of legitimate authorities 

and their services. To satisfy needs, 
people simply turn to the strongest 
hand available.

Reports in areas under ISIS influ-
ence indicate a growing adherence 
by local populations to the ideals of 
a caliphate and their acceptance of 
takfiri ideology, including the kill-
ing of opposing groups.

In this respect, researchers have 
demonstrated that Salafist and 
takfiri ideologies, such as the ones 
held by ISIS and al-Qaeda, are direct 
offspring of Muslim Brotherhood 
ideology. The latter meets with the 
former in rejecting any national di-
mension of the Islamic ummah and 
believes in the universal dimension 
of the Islamic state.

This might explain how extrem-
ist religious movements in Libya 
have easily accepted leadership 
from non-Libyans, for it is con-
comitant for those who accept ISIS 
ideology to accept the removal of 
territorial or tribal boundaries and 
unconditionally adhere to universal 
jihad. Sooner or later, ISIS ideology 
in Libya will represent a threat to 
neighbouring countries. Preventive 
measures must be taken, including: 
increased border patrols and con-
trols, improved intelligence gath-
ering and fighting smuggling, the 
backbone of ISIS financing in Libya.

Credible reports cite two main 
sources of ISIS funding. The first is 
spoils of war resulting from raiding 
“enemy” territory or acts of bandit-
ry known in jihadist jargon as ihti-
taab. Sources reported the disap-
pearance of $36.6 million en route 
from the Central Bank of Libyan 
to Sirte. Rumours point to the ISIS 
leadership in Libya.

ISIS also derives substantial in-
come from selling drugs, hallucino-
genic pills and arms.

Libya’s future with the presence 
of ISIS is dark indeed. The danger is 
not so much in terrorist acts by ISIS 

as it is that other Libyan factions are 
fighting each other rather than pre-
senting a unified front against the 
terrorist movement.

If Libyan factions do not steer 
away from fratricidal policies and 
accept the principle of power shar-
ing, ISIS will swallow up whatever is 
left of the Libyan territory.

The continued control by ISIS of 
a large area of Libya will eventually 
lead to the creation of a “no man’s 
land” along the country’s borders. 
Recently, a Libyan border patrol 
unit withdrew from the Egyptian 
border. This disturbed the Egyptian 
border surveillance system and it is 
feared there will be an increase in 
arms smuggling into Egypt.

Algeria doubled the number of 
soldiers on its Libyan border and 
Tunisia began building a sand-and-
dirt wall along its frontier at a cost 
of more than $51 million.

Let’s not forget that Arab League 
decisions have not gone beyond 
the propaganda effect. It becomes 
increasingly necessary to tackle the 
situation in Libya through open re-
gional conferences aimed at bring-
ing various factions in the Libyan 
conflict — except the jihadists — to 
the negotiation table.

If that fails, the security threat in 
the region will increase day by day 
until it cannot be circumvented, 
which will push other North Afri-
can countries to invest in weapons 
rather than development projects.

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

Assessing the threat level of ISIS in Libya
Alaya Allani

Shores of Tripoli. Image made from a video released by ISIS militants, last April, showing the 
execution of captured Ethiopian Christians in Libya.

The rapid 
deployment of ISIS 
in Sirte is a sign that 
the movement has a 
specific plan
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T 

wo French journalists, 
who previously published 
a book critical of Moroc-
can King Mohammed VI, 
have been charged with 

trying to blackmail the monarch 
with the threat of writing a new 
book.

Eric Laurent and Catherine Gra-
ciet are accused of demanding 3 
million euros ($3.35 million) from 
the king in exchange for not pub-
lishing their new work. Laurent and 
Graciet published a highly critical 
book about the Moroccan monarch 
entitled The Predator King in 2012.

Dubbed by Moroccan media as 
“the predator journalists”, Lau-
rent and Graciet were arrested on 
August 31st in Paris. This followed 
Laurent’s meeting with a Moroccan 
lawyer, Hicham Naciri, represent-
ing King Mohammed VI on August 
11th at a Paris hotel during which 
the pair allegedly accepted 40,000 
euros — nearly $45,000 — each and 
promised not to publish the new 
book.

Laurent, interviewed on the 
France 5 television programme C 
à Vous, said his notes for the new 
book would be “immediately un-
veiled if I ever have had a car acci-
dent. I will not hesitate then.”

Laurent was allegedly secretly re-
corded making a demand for 3 mil-
lion euros but later reducing it to 2 

million after negotiations.
“Three what, 3,000 (euros)?” the 

lawyer asked. “No, 3 million,” Lau-
rent replied, according to mobile 
phone recordings given to French 
police who monitored the meeting 
after Moroccan authorities filed a 
lawsuit in France.

Lawyer Eric Dupond-Moretti, 
representing Morocco, said Laurent 
contacted Moroccan palace officials 
informing them that he was writing 
a book about King Mohammed VI.

Laurent, through his lawyer Wil-
liam Bourdon, denied any wrong-
doing, saying he wanted a “finan-
cial deal” with the king over the 
book but not by blackmailing him. 
Bourdon said his client was victim 
of a “trap” and “manipulation” by 
the Moroccan monarchy. He is ex-

pected to ask for the case to be dis-
missed.

On August 31st, Laurent, in an ap-
pearance on i-Tele, challenged the 
recorded conversation, claiming it 
may have been “modified with so-
phisticated technical means”.

However, a Moroccan official in-
sisted that there was blackmail at-
tempt by the French journalists.

“What about the 40,000 euros 
that they each pocketed?” Mounir 
Majidi, the personal secretary of 
King Mohammed VI, was quoted by 
the French newspaper Le Monde as 
saying.

Their publisher, Editions du 
Seuil, confirmed that the journal-
ists were working on another book, 
which had been expected to be 
published in early 2016. The pub-

lisher said it decided not to publish 
the new book, saying the “trust re-
lationship” between the publisher 
and authors was “de facto dis-
solved”. French media have report-
ed that the book in the works does 
not contain damaging revelations.

The incident comes a few months 
after Paris and Rabat officially 
ended a year of hostility by re-
establishing judicial cooperation. 
Ties between France and Morocco 
were strained after French police 
launched an investigation into 
claims the head of the Moroccan in-
telligence services was complicit in 
the torture of activists.

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

French writers face Morocco blackmail charges
Saad Guerraoui

Al-Massae daily newspaper featuring a story about the two French investigative journalists who have been charged in Paris with trying to blackmail the king of Morocco.
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US gunning for mysterious Khorasan group

Beirut

I 

n recent months, the Ameri-
cans have launched repeated 
air strikes against a shadowy 
organisation they call the 
Khorasan group, expending 

large numbers of precision-guided 
bombs and missiles on targets in 
Syria’s Idlib province close to the 
Turkish border.

The shadowy group seemed to 
emerge from nowhere. No one 
had heard of such a group until 
the Americans said they detected 
it in 2014. The group is believed to 
consist of several dozen veteran 
al-Qaeda operatives from the Arab 
world, Afghanistan, Pakistan and 
Chechnya who are embedded with 
al-Qaeda’s Syrian wing, al-Nusra 
Front, but take no part in battles 
with the beleaguered Syrian re-
gime or rival rebel groups.

The suggestion this group was 
formed sometime in 2013 to spe-
cifically target the West aroused 
speculation that it was a US fiction 
through which Washington sought 
to justify its controversial drone 
strikes and expand the war against 
jihadists. Fighters in Syria said they 
had never heard of the group.

But US intelligence officials say 
these hardened jihadists, all ex-
perts in recruiting and training op-
eratives, financing, planning and 
running covert operations, were 
dispatched to Syria by al-Qaeda 
leader Ayman al-Zawahiri, not to 
join the struggle against President 
Bashar Assad’s regime but to “de-
velop external attacks, construct 
and test improvised explosive de-

vices and recruit Westerners to 
conduct operations”, as one source 
put it.

Despite several waves of air 
strikes, only one Khorasan leader is 
known to have been killed. Muhsin 
al-Fadhli, aka Abu Asmaa al-Jaz-
rawi, died in a US drone strike on 
July 8th while travelling in north-
western Syria.

The Kuwaiti-born Fadhli, first 
targeted in September 2014, was a 
highly experienced operative and 
in 2012 US authorities put a $7 mil-
lion bounty on his head. He was 
one of the handful of al-Qaeda in-
siders who knew about the 9/11 at-
tacks in advance, US intelligence 
sources say.

In the first known attack on the 
group on September 22, 2014, a 
pre-dawn broadside of no less than 
47 Tomahawk cruise missiles fired 
from US warships was unleashed 
against Khorasan facilities west of 
Aleppo. Fifty fighters were report-
ed killed, but none of any note.

The Americans unleashed more 
attacks on November 5th around 
the Nusra-controlled town of Sar-
mada, where Fadhli would later be 
killed. 

There were further US raids on 
November 12th and 14th, and again 
March 8th near Aleppo.

It remains unclear what concrete 
intelligence the Americans have 
that led them to unleash copious 
amounts of high-tech weaponry 
against this group of jihadist heav-
yweights.

US Army Lieutenant-General 
William Mayville, director of op-
erations for the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff, told a Pentagon briefing on 
September 2, 2014, that the attacks 
thwarted, or interrupted, “immi-
nent attacks” on Western targets 
and “potentially the US heartland”. 
But at no point have US officials 
provided any clues about these in-
tended targets.

The Islamic State (ISIS) is not 
seen as a major threat to the United 
States at this time since it appears 

to be concentrating on consolidat-
ing its grip on its vast conquests in 
Syria and Iraq and establishing the 
Islamic caliphate it proclaimed in 
June 2014.

ISIS’s conquests have allowed it 
to eclipse al-Qaeda as the stand-
ard-bearer of militant Islam and 
one way that al-Qaeda Central 
might make up the ground it has 
lost would be to pull off a spectac-
ular attack on the United States or 
Western Europe.

It is not generally recognised 
that the carnage of 9/11 was the 
high-water mark of jihadist terror-
ism, although it may have been in-
tended as the opening shot in a se-
ries of a mass-casualty onslaughts 
against Western civilisation.

Al-Qaeda’s inability to replicate 
9/11, mainly because of impressive 
intelligence-gathering by the Unit-
ed States and its partners and the 
relentless US air strikes that have 
decimated its leadership, is seen as 
one of the reasons it has been over-
taken by ISIS.

US officials say they are particu-
larly concerned that the Khorasan 
group has been collaborating with 
Ibrahim al-Asiri, the master bomb-
maker of al-Qaeda in the Arabian 
Peninsula (AQAP) based in Yemen. 

He’s considered extremely dan-
gerous because he thinks outside 
the box and has tried three times 
to blow up US aircraft using cloth-
ing laced with undetectable ex-
plosives or toner cartridge bombs. 

Fadhli had long been associated 
with Yemen’s jihadists.

The Americans fear the jihadists 
will develop highly sophisticated, 
non-metallic bombs, hard if not 
impossible to detect, to be carried 
aboard aircraft bound for the Unit-
ed States or Europe.

Some Western intelligence 
sources say that a sophisticated 
attack on the West, possibly the 
bombing of several airliners simul-
taneously as in the ill-fated Bojinka 
plot to blow up 11 US airliners over 
the Pacific in 1995, is beyond the 
capability of ISIS, whose fighters 
are more insurgents than terror-
ists trained to operate undercover 
in Western society. Al-Qaeda is an-
other matter.

Members of al-Qaeda’s al-Nusra Front standing at the entrance of a courthouse where an ISIS suicide 
bomb attack took place in the town of Salqin, in Idlib, Syria, on August 30, 2015.

Ed Blanche
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For the West, wishing that ISIS would just go away

H 

ow to confront the 
Islamic State (ISIS) 
and what the fight 
against it has 
achieved are 
questions that 

have prompted almost as many 
answers as there are experts.

In the year and more since the 
movement’s fighters burst from 
its strongholds in Syria to seize 
much of north-western Iraq, 
analysts from the region and 
elsewhere have been trying to 
explain a phenomenon few of 
them foresaw.

Twelve months on from the 
height of the ISIS offensive, US 
blogger Joel Wing, who has been 
monitoring developments in Iraq 
since 2008, brought together ten 
analysts to attempt to answer the 
question: “How is the war against 
the Islamic State going?”

The exercise offers a range of 
views, from those who say ISIS is 
on the defensive to others who 
say the counter-attack against the 
jihadists has had minimal effect. 
Aron Lund, who edits the Syria in 
Crisis website published by the 
Carnegie Endowment for Interna-
tional Peace, acknowledges: “The 
short answer to questions like 

these should, of course, always 
be, ‘I have no idea.’”

He nevertheless offers the 
tentative view that, despite the 
challenges facing ISIS in areas it 
controls, “unless challenged 
decisively on their own turf and 
by Sunni rivals, they can prob-
ably remain indefinitely in many 
Sunni parts of Iraq”.

Aymenn Jawad al-Tamimi of the 
Middle East Forum think-tank in 
Washington is among those who 
discern a stalemate in the con-
flict. “Until one sees the will-
power and consensus for what it 
would actually take to ‘defeat/
destroy’ the Islamic State, the 
coalition should drop pretenses to 
realising such objectives,” he 
concludes.

Alex Mello, an Iraq security 
analyst, says Iraq’s military 
simply does not have the strength 
to undertake simultaneous, 
coordinated operations in several 
areas, so they end up “squeezing 
the balloon”. “Insurgents are 
cleared from one area only to pop 
up in another,” according to 
Mello.

Even the more optimistic 
analysts point to a lack of coordi-
nation and conflicting interests 
among ISIS’s enemies as barriers 
to a speedy victory and most 
agree that the process will be a 
long one.

In a separate analysis of the 
current state of play, John 
Jenkins, a former British ambas-
sador to Iraq, refers in a New 
Statesman article to an impres-
sive international debate about 
the nature of ISIS and the formula 
for defeating it. “Yet none of this 
flood of commentary… has had 
any impact on real-world policy 

responses — either regionally, 
from China, Russia or India, or 
from the West,” he laments.

Jenkins acknowledges that ISIS 
may not represent the same 
threat at the moment to the 
security of Western states as 
al-Qaeda did. “But doing nothing 
to stop it in its heartlands of Iraq 
and Syria corrodes the very 
notion of international order,” he 
said.

Significantly, few analysts spell 
out a role for international 
institutions such as the United 
Nations in the struggle against 
ISIS. Jenkins suggests somewhat 
wistfully that a new, unified and 
more committed anti-ISIS 
coalition would probably require 
a reshaped NATO and UN. “One 
can dream,” he adds.

The UN and its agencies have 
been at the forefront of tackling a 
crisis that has created millions of 
refugees. Its negotiators have 
worked overtime to find political 
settlements to conflicts through-
out the region. But the UN 
Security Council, mandated with 
the task of confronting threats to 
international peace and security 
— and that surely includes ISIS 
— has been characteristically 
ineffective.

A closed council meeting in 
August, involving mainly second-
ranking diplomats, expressed 
alarm at the continuing Syrian 
crisis and support for the UN 
envoy’s efforts to resolve it 
peacefully. The gathering lasted 
barely 20 minutes.

Security Council ineffective-
ness in the crisis is symbolic of 
the opposing interests that are 

blocking the international 
response. All five permanent 
members of the council are 
publicly committed to the 
collapse of ISIS but that commit-
ment has been trumped by 
divergent national interests.

The key split is over the future 
of the Bashar Assad regime in 
Syria, which the United States and 
its European partners want to see 
unseated but which Russia 
continues to support, including 
— according to recent reports — 
with military reinforcements in 
the form of fighter jets.

That means that progress at the 
United Nations proceeds, at best, 
by two steps forward and one 
back. In August, all members 
backed a resolution to appoint a 
panel to establish responsibility 
for chemical weapons attacks in 
the Syrian conflict. 

In September, however, the 
Russians held up the process by 
asking for “clarifications”, 
effectively shielding their Syrian 
allies from condemnation for the 
time being.

Given the impasse at the United 
Nations, most analysts might find 
it difficult to accept the recent 
assessment of Paulo Sergio 
Pinheiro, chairman of a UN 
Human Rights Council investiga-
tive panel on Syria, that ISIS “are 
desperate, because they’re losing 
ground”.

Harvey Morris has worked in the 
Middle East for many years and 
written several books, including 
No Friends but the Mountains: 
The Tragic History of the Kurds 
published in 1993.

Harvey Morris
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Istanbul

B 

y opening its borders to 
almost 2 million refugees 
from Syria and hundreds 
of thousands more from 
Iraq and Afghanistan, 

Turkey has won praise from around 
the world. But the country is failing 
to provide refugees with incentives 
to make them want to stay, driving 
many of them to risk a dangerous 
passage to Europe, experts say.

As Syrians fill flimsy boats in the 
Aegean on their way to Greece night 
after night, some Turks wonder 
what has gone wrong. “Why aren’t 
these people happy here?” Mirgun 
Cabas, a prominent anchorman of 
the CNN-Turk news channel asked 
on September 3rd. “What is lack-
ing in Turkey, which has opened its 
arms to thousands of refugees, that 
makes our guests risk their lives 
trying to get to Europe?”

The tragic story of Aylan Kurdi, 
the 3-year-old boy who drowned 
when a boat taking him and his 
family to the Greek island of Kos 
capsized on September 2nd and 
who was photographed lying dead 
on a Turkish beach in an image that 
shocked the world, could provide 
some answers.

Aylan’s father Abdullah, 40, told 
Turkish media he fled from the 
northern Syrian city of Kobane to 
Istanbul in 2012 and went back to 
get his family in 2014 when the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) attacked Kobane. 
Although he had a job in the con-
struction industry that employs 
many Syrians illegally, Kurdi said 
he found it hard to make ends meet.

When a bid for asylum in Canada 
failed and one of his brothers, who 
lives in Switzerland, suggested he 
join him there, Abdullah decided to 
risk the journey. But his sons Aylan 
and Galip as well as his wife Rihana 
died when the boat sank. Abdullah 
Kurdi has returned to Kobane.

Turkish officials say one reason 
so many Syrians try to get to Eu-
rope from Turkey is that wealthy 
EU countries attract refugees with 
promises of an automatic right of 
asylum, high living standards and 
material benefits.

“Sweden and the Netherlands 
give broad rights to all Syrian refu-
gees who set foot in their coun-
tries,” the Hurriyet newspaper 
quoted a high-ranking Foreign Min-
istry official in Ankara as saying. 
“Syrians try everything and even 
risk death to get to these countries.”

But experts say the main problem 
is not the European welfare state. 
They say Turkey’s basic approach 
has not made the transition from 
treating refugees as temporary 
guests to seeing them as a new part 
of the country’s population that 
needs jobs, schooling, health care, 
language skills and more.

While welcoming Syrian refugees 
fleeing the war that started as an 
uprising against President Bashar 
Assad in 2011, Turkey has done lit-
tle to integrate refugees into soci-
ety. “In Turkey, we still act as if As-
sad will be toppled tomorrow and 
people will go home again,” Murat 
Erdogan, director of the Center for 
Migration and Policy Studies at An-
kara’s Hacettepe University, told 
CNN-Turk.

The Economic Development 
Foundation, a non-governmental 
research institution, said in a report 
that Turkey had become a “country 
of immigration” and suggested the 
country should treat Syrian refu-
gees not as temporary guests but as 
“future citizens”.

Turkey does not send refugees 
back to Syria against their will and 
offers temporary protection but 

does not give them full rights. Al-
though Turkey signed the 1951 
UN Convention on the Status of 
Refugees, it retains a so-called geo-
graphical limitation, giving official 
asylum status only to those fleeing 
from Europe. This means that vir-
tually no refugee in Turkey can get 
asylum status.

Refugees arriving in Turkey can 
register with the UN High Com-
missioner for Refugees (UNHCR) to 
be sent to a third country but pro-
cedures are slow and the chances 
to get to a Western country slim. 
UNHCR was able to resettle fewer 
than 9,000 refugees from Turkey 
in 2014, according to figures on the 
organisation’s website.

Syrians living in one of the more 
than 20 Turkish refugee camps are 
registered with Turkish authorities. 
But with fewer than 300,000 of the 
1.9 million Syrians in Turkey living 
in camps, many Syrians are unreg-
istered. 

Under a new law, Syrians can re-
ceive identification cards and resi-
dence permits but still have no offi-
cial asylum status.

The fact that many Syrians are 
not allowed to work legally in Tur-

key is sending many onto the illegal 
labour market while others try their 
luck in Europe, Turkish research 
organisations Orsam and Tesev 
warned in a report. 

As doctors, lawyers, teachers, 
academics and engineers among 
the refugees were unable to work 
in their professions in Turkey, they 
left for Europe, the report said. 

With the “Syrian quality work-
force moving on to the West, Tur-
key is stuck with an unqualified and 
poorly educated workforce”.

Erdogan said the refugee issue 
was not going to go away. “Five 
million people in Syria are waiting 
to flee their country,” he said. “We 
thought it was not going to be a 
big problem because most of them 
are Sunni Muslims but it’s not that 
easy.”

In some Turkish cities, tensions 
between Turks and Syrians com-
peting for jobs and housing have 
turned violent. Politicians in An-

kara, however, find it difficult to 
talk openly about the challenges 
that came with integrating so many 
people into society, Erdogan said.

He also pointed to structural 
deficiencies. Turkey lacks an effi-
cient registration system, language 
courses, social, economic and edu-
cational data of newcomers as well 
as basic services for refugees. An 
estimated 600,000-700,000 Syrian 
children in Turkey did not attend 
school, he said.

The Ankara government sees so-
lutions elsewhere. It says the esca-
lation in the refugee crisis shows 
the need for the international com-
munity to create a safe zone inside 
Syria so refugees can return. 

Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet 
Davutoglu said in a speech Septem-
ber 4th that Ankara had been call-
ing for the creation of such a zone 
for years. “But nobody has heard 
our voice.”

A safe zone in northern Syria that 
Ankara says has been agreed be-
tween Turkey and the United States 
has yet to materialise.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Istanbul.

Amid refugee 
crisis, Turkey 
wonders what it 
does wrong
Thomas Seibert
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A problem of integration. A Syrian refugee family in the Aegean port city of Izmir, western Turkey, 
August 10, 2015.
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Differing US and Turkish agendas over ISIS

S 

ince 2003, when the 
United States invaded 
Iraq to topple Saddam 
Hussein on the discred-
ited premise of Tehran 
possessing weapons of 

mass destruction, the policies of 
NATO allies Turkey and the 
United States have diverged. Then 
the government of prime minister 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan declined to 
participate in the operation or 
allow the United States to use its 
Incirlik airbase, complicating 
Washington’s efforts to force 
regime change on Iraq.

Since the summer of 2014 the 
Islamic State (ISIS) has captured 
large regions of Syria and Iraq.  
The group’s sudden rise, resultant 
chaos in Iraq and ISIS’s subse-
quent movement into Syria 
presented Washington and 
Ankara with another political 

problem where policies diverge, 

with the Obama administration 
frustrated by Erdogan’s reluctance 
to seal the border against the flow 
of jihadis into the war zone.  After 
nearly ten months of negotiations, 
Turkey and the United States have 
agreed to joint operations against 
ISIS.

Will it prove too little, too late?
The rise of ISIS is the result of 

not only misguided US Middle 
East policy after 2003 but also 
stems from action taken by the 
Turkish government 91 years ago, 
when Kamal Ataturk abolished 
the caliphate. ISIS claims to have 
re-established it under Caliph 
Ibrahim. Binding Turkish and US 
regional foreign policy is a 
common desire to overthrow 
embattled Syrian President Bashar 
Assad, but beyond that US  and 
Turkish aims diverge. Erdogan, 
now president, mixed in an 
additional element — operations 
against Kurdish forces in Syria and 
Iraq. The muddled outcome of 
this broadened agenda remains to 
be seen but the portents are 
ominous.

Five elements have been 
battling ISIS — the Syrian Army, 
Syrian opposition militias, the less 
effective Iraqi Army, the Iraqi Shia 
militia and the Kurds. Erdogan has 
little love for the latter two groups 

and this has undoubtedly col-
oured his attitude about the 
Turkish-Syrian border where a de 
facto truce had been in place with 
ISIS refraining from mounting 
operations against Turkey itself. 
Washington has complained about 
this laissez-faire policy and it was 
only recently that the Erdogan 
administration took steps to close 
the frontier, which has been the 
primary conduit for the estimated 
20,000 foreign jihadis now 
fighting in the ranks of ISIS.

Erdogan’s determination to use 
the crisis to settle old scores with 
the Kurdistan Workers’ Party 
(PKK) is a reversal of his adminis-
tration’s earlier conciliatory 
outreach towards Kurds. In 2013 it 
signed a ceasefire with the PKK. 
Erdogan’s new strategy conflicts 
with US policy, which has been 
sending assistance to Kurdistan 
Regional Government head 
Masoud Barzani.

Another factor intensifying 
Erdogan’s ire towards the Kurds 
was the unexpected electoral 
success of the pro-Kurdish 
Peoples’ Democratic Party (HDP), 
when in June elections it unex-
pectedly won 13.1% of the vote 
and enought parliamentary seats 
to end Erdogan’s Justice and 
Development Party’s (AKP) 13 

years of one-party rule. By 
preventing Erdogan’s electoral 
victory, the HDP denied the AKP 
the majority it needed to govern. 
Erdogan subsequently effectively 
ended his government’s ceasefire 
with the PKK and Turkey 
launched air strikes against 
Kurdish targets on July 24th.

On August 5th, US warplanes 
began strikes on ISIS targets in 
Syria and Iraq from Incirlik. US  
aircraft are also using Turkish air 
bases in Batman, Diyarbakir and 
Malatya. Sorties from Incirlik to 
Syria take 15 minutes, compared 
with three hours from the Persian 
Gulf. Only on August 28th did the 
first Turkish Air Force jets from 
Incirlik strike ISIS targets in Syria.

In the wake of differing agendas 
in Washington and Ankara, will air 
strikes alone prove successful in 
blunting ISIS and its theology? If 
history is a guide, the future is 
indeed uncertain. When divergent 
agendas between Washington and 
Ankara are mixed in, the question 
is whether the new US-Turkish 
alliance can outlast the caliphate’s 
apparent seductive appeal to 
many Muslims.

John C.K. Daly is a Washington-
based specialist on Russian, 
Turkish and post- Soviet affairs.

John C.K. Daly
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T 

he biggest downside of 
the Iran nuclear deal is 
what the Iranians will 
receive once economic 
sanctions are lifted: be-

tween $50 billion and $100 billion 
in unfrozen assets. The deal ne-
gotiated between Iran and P5+1 is 
worth supporting because it delays 
any Iranian attempt to get nuclear 
weapons by at least 10-15 years (and 
possibly forever). However, it can-
not be denied that some portion of 
the unfrozen assets and increased 
revenue from future oil and gas 
sales will be used for activities that 
destabilise the Middle East and po-
tentially areas beyond. 

The notion that it will all go to im-
proving the lot of ordinary Iranians 
is wishful thinking, at best.

The Obama administration hesi-
tated during the negotiation pro-
cess to push back hard against Ira-
nian support for Hezbollah in Syria 
and Lebanon, the Houthi rebellion 
in Yemen and Tehran’s arming of 
Shia militants in Bahrain. Iran views 

these efforts, which are under the 
control of the supreme leader and 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps (IRGC), as protecting its 
homeland from Sunni extremists 
and possible Israeli attack. The ad-
ministration’s logic seems to be that 
pushing back harder might have 
weakened Iranian President Hassan 
Rohani’s standing within the Islam-
ic Republic and made conclusion of 
a deal on the nuclear programme, 
which is also ultimately under su-
preme leader/IRGC control, impos-
sible. So what about now? There is 
still an argument to be made that 
pushing back against Iran’s regional 
troublemaking could stiffen Iranian 
hardliners and make implementa-
tion of the deal more difficult. But 
that argument is inconsistent with 
the administration’s claim that the 
historic deal concerns only the nu-
clear file and nothing else.

The West is paying for this deal 
by lifting sanctions but we should 
not have to pay for it by tolerating 
Iranian subversion using money 
derived from lifting sanctions.

Robert Satloff, executive direc-
tor of the Washington Institute 
for Near East Policy, has offered a 
reasonable list of options to push 
back against Iranian subversion in 
the region. None of these options 
violate the P5+1’s obligations in the 
nuclear agreement.

Satloff suggests, for example, 
that the United States and its allies 
could intensify efforts to interdict 
Iranian weapons supplies to Hez-
bollah, the Assad regime and the 

Houthis. He also proposes desig-
nating as terrorists more leaders of 
Iranian-backed Shia militias in Iraq 
that are committing atrocities, as 
well as expanding the training and 
arming of Iraqi security forces and 
Kurdish peshmerga forces in the 
north and vetted Sunni forces in 
western Iraq. 

Finally, Satloff suggests that the 
United States work with Turkey to 
create a true safe haven in northern 
Syria where refugees can obtain hu-
manitarian aid and vetted, non-ex-
tremist opposition fighters can be 
trained and equipped to fight both 
the Islamic State (ISIS) and the Iran-
backed Assad regime.

All of these ideas have merit but 
the Obama administration would 

likely counter that most of them 
already are being implemented. 
Certainly there have been efforts 
to interdict weapons going to the 
Houthis and Assad, and missile 
shipments to Hezbollah have been 
repeatedly attacked by the Israelis. 
Training of the Kurds and Sunnis 
in Iraq began some time ago, as has 
training and equipping non-ex-
tremist opposition fighters in Syria 
— although the numbers trained 
have been ridiculously low. More 
and better can and should be done.

The only really new idea Satloff 
offers — new in the sense that the 
administration has not yet signed 
on to it — is that of creating a safe 
haven in northern Syria. 

If this were to be implemented, 

it would deprive the Iran-backed 
Assad regime of any pretence of 
sovereignty in a border area of the 
country and would begin to offer an 
opposition alternative. This would 
amount to a significant push back 
against Iran’s continued support for 
Assad. 

But for such a safe haven to be vi-
able, five basic requirements must 
be met:

Security
Governance
Rule of law
Economic activity
Social services, including hu-
manitarian aid

Without these prerequisites, Syr-
ians will not move to a safe haven 
and the effort will fail, like many 
others before it. The conditions cre-
ated don’t have to be perfect but 
they need to be better than what 
people can find in Syria outside the 
safe haven. 

That might appear a low bar but 
really it isn’t: there are regime-
controlled areas in Syria that have 
suffered relatively little, in which 
even its opponents seek haven. 
And the refugee camps in Turkey 
are not the worst on Earth.

Creating a safe haven in Syria not 
only would offer relief to tens of 
thousands of suffering Syrian civil-
ians, it also would be a major blow 
to the Assad regime. And it would 
send a clear signal to Iran that while 
the nuclear agreement may have 
won it relief from sanctions, it does 
not grant Tehran a free hand to 
meddle in the region.

Pushing back against Iran after the nuclear deal
Daniel Serwer

Ali Alfoneh

New actors, old slogans. An Iranian student writes an anti-US 
slogan in Persian which reads: “Death to America” at the gate of 
the former US Embassy in Tehran, Iran, on September 2, 2015.
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A 

hmad Jannati and his 
son Ali Jannati are sym-
bols of the growing gen-
erational gap within the 
political elite of Iran.

Jannati the elder perceives him-
self to be the custodian of the revo-
lutionary legacy of the late Grand 
Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini. 
Jannati the younger has dedicated 
himself to reforming the Islamic 
Republic in an attempt to adapt the 
regime to a society very different 
than the one seized by Khomeini 
in 1979.

Both men can’t win. One is 
bound to prevail over the other and 
the winner will play a major role in 
defining the values of the Islamic 
Republic as it emerges into what 
could be a new era.

Ayatollah Ahmad Jannati, 89, a 
native of the village of Ladan near 
Isfahan, south of Tehran and capi-
tal of the Safavid dynasty in the 
16th century, patiently climbed the 
ladder of power in the regime and 
has a seat at the apex of power.

He serves as secretary of the 
Council of Guardians, which vets 
candidates for elections and must 

approve parliamentary legislation 
before it becomes law. He also has 
a seat in the Assembly of Experts, 
so he will be among the clerics 
who will appoint a successor to Su-
preme Leader Ali Khamenei when 
he steps down or dies.

The elder Jannati made great sac-
rifices as he climbed the ladder of 
power. Before the revolution, he 
was imprisoned three times during 
the reign of the shah and endured 
three years of internal exile in Asa-
dabad, close to the north-western 
mountain city of Hamadan.

After the 1979 Islamic Revolu-
tion, he sacrificed his own son Mo-
hammad-Hassan, who was a mem-
ber of the Mujahideen-e Khalq 
opposition group and was killed in 
a gun battle with the Islamic Revo-
lutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) in 
1982.

Ali Jannati, 66, also started his 
career as a radical and was a com-
rade-in-arms of Mohammad Mon-
tazeri, the militant son of Grand 
Ayatollah Hossein-Ali Montazeri. 
With the SAVAK, the shah’s infa-
mous secret police, hunting him, 
Ali fled in 1975, first to Pakistan 
and then, with help from the Fatah 
Movement, to Syria.

There he was reunited with Mo-
hammad Montazeri in Palestinian 
training camps in the Damascus 

suburbs. In Syria, and later in Ku-
wait, the men established the core 
of what is known as al-Quds Force, 
the extra-territorial operations 
branch of the IRGC that is active in 
the Syrian and Iraqi wars.

But after the 1979 revolution, Ali 
gradually distanced himself from 
paramilitary activities and by the 
early 1980s, he had become a pro-
tégé of Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, 
then parliamentary speaker and 
later president.

Today, Ali Jannati, the minister 
of culture and Islamic propagation, 
remains in the camp of Rafsanjani 
and President Hassan Rohani, seen 
in the West as pragmatists seeking 
to open Iran to the outside world.

In this capacity, Ali Jannati has 
launched a debate about allowing 
women to sing in public and even 
for the legal production and dis-
tribution of Persian language rap 
music. After a few attempts to ease 
restrictions on publishers and au-
thors, Jannati also called for easing 
internet filtering in Iran.

Separately, Ali Jannati consist-
ently emphasises the importance 
of improving the quality of the pro-
grammes produced by the state-run 
Islamic Republic of Iran Broadcast-

ing organisation as an alternative to 
the futile effort of jamming foreign 
media broadcasts to Iran.

On top of this, Ali Jannati has 
also had publicised meetings 
with former President Moham-
mad Khatami, which the hard-line 
media, such as the Kayhan daily, 
condemns as acts of “reconcilia-
tion with the leaders of sedition”, a 
reference to the Green Movement’s 
protests against the fraudulent 
June 12, 2009, presidential election.

The younger Jannati’s attempts 
to liberalise the cultural policies of 
the Islamic Republic, along with his 
widely publicised meetings with 
Khatami, have provoked strong 
criticism from the conservative-
dominated parliament, which, on 
several occasions, tried to remove 
him from the cabinet.

The critics of the minister in-
clude his own father.

“The enemy is engaged in soft 
warfare against the regime of the 
Islamic Republic… People who fun-
damentally do not believe in the 
path of the Imam and the martyrs 
and want to allow Western culture 
to enter this country are trying to 
be in control of the affairs,” Ayatol-
lah Jannati said a few months after 
Rohani was elected president.

“They’re trying to get hold of 
money and power by cooperating 
with the foreigners.” The person 
in charge of cultural affairs in the 
Islamic Republic, of course, is his 
son Ali. 

For now, Ali Jannati has managed 
to stay on course and ignores the 
critics but the regime in Tehran is 
at a crossroads and must soon de-
cide between the father or the son, 
the legacy of the Khomeinist revo-
lution or reform and liberalisation.

The Islamic Republic can’t have it 
both ways.

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.

In Iran, a father and son vie for nation’s future

Older Jannati. June 2014 photo shows Guardian Council’s Chief Ahmad Jannati (L) attending an 
event with Iranian leaders on the 25th anniversary of the death of Ayatollah Khomeini in Tehran.

Younger Jannati. Iranian President Hassan Rohani looking at a 
book alongside Culture Minister Ali Jannati (R) during the ope-
ning of the 28th Tehran International Book Fair, last May.

Ahmad Jannati and 
his son Ali Jannati 
are symbols of the 
growing 
generational gap 
within the political 
elite of Iran.
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AIPAC bruised after Iran deal setback
Washington

U 

S President Barack 
Obama’s success in 
ensuring that the Iran 
nuclear deal will not 
be killed by the US Con-

gress was seen as a resounding de-
feat for the American Israel Public 
Affairs Committee (AIPAC), which 
fought furiously against the deal.

AIPAC is widely regarded as a 
formidable, respected and feared 
lobby group in Washington. Thus, 
its failure to block the Iran deal, 
according to Steve Rosen, former 
director of foreign policy issues for 
the organisation marks “a very bad 
moment for AIPAC”.

But the White House remains 
locked in a bitter fight with AIPAC 
and Republicans in Congress. 
Obama would like to claim enough 
support for the agreement to be ap-
proved by a safe margin without 
having to use the presidential veto. 
AIPAC would like to force a veto to 
show that the deal does not have 
public support and can be over-
turned by a future administration.

AIPAC’s effort, which the Jewish 
community newspaper The For-
ward described as “the most expen-
sive pro-Israel campaign in Ameri-
can history”, was helped by strong 
Republican opposition to the Iran 
deal.

AIPAC waged a robust public 
campaign, with intense lobbying 
of Congress and national televi-
sion ads. Media reports said AIPAC 

spent between $20 million and $40 
million on the campaign and its 
supporters claim that its efforts led 
to a shift in public opinion. If so, 
however, that shift did not translate 
into a congressional victory.

A debate is taking place in the 
United States and in Israel over 
what AIPAC’s defeat means both 
for the organisation and for US-
Israeli relations. Some analysts say 
that AIPAC should never have chal-
lenged Obama because it was clear 
from the beginning that he had the 
votes in Congress to keep the Iran 
deal on track.

 Others say AIPAC had no choice 
because Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu presented 
the issue as an existential threat to  
Israel.

Elliott Abrams, a former na-
tional security official under presi-
dent George W. Bush, wrote in the 
Weekly Standard, a conservative 
Washington publication, “If AIPAC 
would not fight on this issue, many 
of its supporters would wonder 
why it ever existed.”

The most consequential effect 
may be on AIPAC’s reputation as 
being invincible. Dylan Williams, 
political director of J Street, a lib-
eral pro-Israel group that supports 
the Iran deal, told the Guardian 
“this fight has revealed the AIPAC 
tiger to be a paper one”. Former 
congressman Robert Wexler, D-
Fla., told Newsweek, “The strength 
of any 800-pound gorilla lies in the 
perception that his power is so sig-
nificant that no one can challenge 
him.”

This may be true but this is not 
the first time AIPAC has fought a 
US president and lost. This time, as 
with the previous instances, AIPAC 
lost the fight because the president 
had the support of the national se-
curity establishment.

In 1978, Israel opposed an US 
arms sales package to Jordan and 

Saudi Arabia but AIPAC failed with 
Congress to prevent president Jim-
my Carter from going ahead with 
the sale.

Perhaps the most famous fight 
between a president and the pro-
Israel lobby was in 1981 when US 
president Ronald Reagan proposed 
the sale of AWACS planes to Saudi 
Arabia. AIPAC could not stop the 
sale because it was seen as being in 
the US national security interest.

President George H.W. Bush tied 
a $10 billion loan guarantee to Is-
rael to its settlements-building. 
AIPAC fought back hard and Bush 
famously complained that he was 
“one lonely little guy” fighting “a 
thousand lobbyists on the Hill”. 
The president won.

AIPAC emerged without perma-
nent damage after those fights and 
many predict this time will be no 
different.

But one thing clearly is different: 
The split in the Jewish community 
became very deep during the de-
bate over the Iran deal and revealed 
that AIPAC is no longer the only 
influential Jewish organisation 
in Washington. J Street and oth-
ers, such as Peace Now and Jewish 
Voices for Peace, oppose AIPAC and 
the Israeli government on many is-
sues and are asserting themselves 
as legitimate representatives of the 
Jewish community.

But this is not the end of the 
process and AIPAC has not had its 
last word. As Abrams notes, it is 
too early to judge whether the or-
ganisation won or lost on the Iran 
deal and its strength is in defeating 
members of Congress who oppose 

it. “If members of Congress who 
voted with Obama are defeated in 
the 2016 elections,” Abrams wrote, 
“AIPAC will very likely be given a 
good deal of credit.”

Abrams and others discount pre-
dictions of a lasting negative effect 
on AIPAC because of the fight over 
the Iran deal. They argue that the 
United States has already entered 

the 2016 election campaign and 
with a new president, administra-
tion and Congress installed in Janu-
ary 2017 there will be new issues 
and this battle soon will be history.

That, too, remains to be seen.

Amal Mudallali is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

Amal Mudallali

At odds with White House. US national security adviser Susan 
Rice speaks during the American Israel Public Affairs Committee 
(AIPAC) 2015 Policy Conference, March 2, 2015 in Washington, DC.

The most 
consequential effect 
may be on AIPAC’s 
reputation as being 
invincible

Media reports said 
AIPAC spent 
between $20 million 
and $40 million on 
the campaign

US Jewish organisation picks Muslim as campus president

Washington

A prominent 
Jewish organi-
sation has 
elected a 
Muslim woman 
as president of 
the board of its 
college-out-

reach branch, sparking praise 
and controversy. The move 
comes amid an unusually 
polarised period for American 
Jews, who have long valued a 
unified voice on Israel but have 
recently faced serious divisions 
over the Iran nuclear agree-
ment.

Amna Farooqi will begin this 
autumn her term as president 
of the board of J Street U, which 
describes itself as “the student or-
ganising arm of J Street, the politi-
cal home for pro-Israel, pro-peace 
Americans”. Her priority will be to 
hold other liberal American-Jew-
ish organisations to their commit-
ment to a two-state solution.

J Street U works to organise the 
next generation of liberal Jewish 
thinkers through chapters at uni-
versities throughout the United 
States. Its parent organisation, J 
Street, was founded in 2008 in 
the face of a widening, sometimes 
generational gap between liberal 
and conservative American Jews.

“Part of what J Street is doing 
is redefining what it means to 
be pro-Israel, doing so with the 
two-state solution and fighting 
for Palestinian rights,” Farooqi 
said from her family’s home near 
Washington. The 21-year-old is 
about to begin her senior year at 

the University of Maryland.
Ori Nir of Americans for Peace 

Now, another Jewish organisation 
that promotes the two-state solu-
tion, declined to comment direct-
ly on Farooqi’s election but had 
this to say about J Street U: “One 
of the organisation’s chief accom-
plishments is its contribution to 
depolarise the conversation about 
Israel on campuses. As such, it 
is a huge asset for the pro-Israel 
community in the United States 
and for Americans who support 
Middle East peace. It is also a huge 
asset for Israel and its interest in 
the United States.”

Farooqi’s election has generally 
been well-received by Muslims 
and Jews in her community, 
though she has encountered harsh 
language as a result of her ap-
pointment.

“People have been supportive, 
though the fringes on both sides 
are not happy,” she said.

The right-of-centre Jerusalem 
Post ran a favourable opinion 
piece titled Why Israel should learn 
from the election of Amna Farooqi.

“A leader like Farooqi, who is 
non-Jewish, has a way to tran-
scend this very personal Jewish 
struggle with Israel,” wrote Seth 
Frantzman in the editorial.

Farooqi grew up in the affluent 
Washington suburb of Potomac, 
MD, in what she describes as a 
religious household. For a time 
during her youth, Farooqi even 
wore a hijab and she says she 
remains a devout Muslim. She 
recalls awkward moments grow-
ing up with Jewish friends in a 
neighbourhood where Muslims 
are a small minority.

“I got into a fight with a close 
Jewish friend my senior year of 
high school because that was 
when the Palestinian Authority 
submitted a bid for statehood to 
the UN. I supported the bid and 
my friend opposed it,” said Fa-
rooqi. “But then I started to realise 
it was more than an issue in the 
news and I started reading more 
about it.”

Farooqi’s curiosity sent her to 
Jerusalem and the West Bank, 
where she spent time studying 
and immersing herself in Israeli 
and Palestinian communities. 
One day at university, Farooqi was 
surprised to find herself in David 
Ben Gurion’s shoes.

“I took a class where everyone 
was assigned to role play and I got 
David Ben Gurion. It was through 
that process of having to be him 
and reading a lot about him that 
I understood how Jews felt very 
strongly about their community 

at a time when the Jewish people 
were in crisis,” she said. “In short, 
that’s been my evolution.”

Farooqi identified J Street as an 
ideal place for her to begin her ca-
reer as an advocate for a peaceful 
solution to the Palestinian-Israeli 
issue.

“You can oppose the Israeli 
occupation and still understand 
Israel’s right to exist. Because to 
me being a Zionist also means 
Palestinian rights,” she said.

Asked if she reflects a trend 
among Muslim Americans em-
bracing Zionism or at least starting 
a meaningful dialogue with their 
Jewish counterparts, Farooqi 
reserved her optimism for the 
future.

“For most Muslims, they see 
pro-Israel in the way that Ameri-
can organisations project that, 
which is a frustrating way for Mus-
lims. So there’s a hesitancy to call 
yourself pro-Israel,” she said.

She added that she sees her role 
primarily as an American commit-
ted to pushing both sides towards 
common ground, something she 
says she will pursue as a career.

“For this year, the focus of J 
Street is holding Jewish-American 
institutions to their values. They 
say they support two states, but 
it’s pushing them to be trans-
parent… pushing leaders to be 
accountable to their community 
because the majority of American 
Jews support the two-state solu-
tion,” she said.

“And America plays a huge role 
in this conflict, so I have a re-
sponsibility as an American,” said 
Farooqi.

Rasha Elass is Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

I n t e r v i e w

Rasha Elass
J Street U works 
to organise the 
next generation 
of liberal Jewish 
thinkers through 
chapters at 
universities

Amna Farooqi    
(Photo credit: www.pri.org)
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Jordan goes green
Amman deploys solar-powered car-charging stations

Amman

I 

t is obvious that Jordan is go-
ing green. From solar-powered 
lights and solar plants to wind 
turbines across the country, 
Jordan is trying to alleviate 

soaring fuel costs. Several projects 
were launched to address an un-
precedented budget deficit and use 
resources more efficiently.

The kingdom’s energy sector will 
undergo significant changes in the 
next 15 years in line with the Energy 
Master Plan, which is expected to 
inject about $18 billion of public and 
private-sector capital into the effort.

The plan is to cover all the energy 
sector’s activities through utilisa-
tion of natural resources to electric-
ity tariff levels, including energy de-
mand, power sector development, 
gas distribution, oil refining and, 
most importantly, renewable en-
ergy.

A recent addition is the solar-pow-
ered electric vehicle (EV) charging 
station programme, which is to be 
operational by the end of the year.

The number of privately owned 
cars in Jordan is expected to total 
1.35 million at the end of 2015, an 
increase of about 65,000 over 2014, 
according to an official at the Driver 
and Vehicle License Department.

Amman, home to nearly 4 mil-
lion people, will accommodate 
about 25,000 additional cars in 2015, 
bringing the number of vehicles in 

the city to 510,000, the official said.
Wissam Rabadi, chief of party at 

the Jordan Competitiveness Pro-
gramme (JCP) in the US Agency for 
International Development (USAID), 
said Jordanian-American investor 
Said Al-Hallaj is setting up charg-
ing stations. Hallaj is co-founder 
and chief executive officer of AllCell 
Technologies, a US company.

Rabadi said Hallaj set up NETen-
ergy, which has signed a deal with 
the Greater Amman Municipality 
(GAM), to set up charging stations in 
Jordan.

Hallaj said his goal is to “deploy 
ten solar charging stations in the 
next few months and then deploy 
3,000 charging stations with 30 

MWp [megawatt peak] solar PV sys-
tem over the next ten years”.

“Jordan’s government has passed 
laws that provide full tax and fee 
exemption for zero-emission vehi-
cles,” he said. “In addition, driving 
electric cars near 120 kilometres 
costs around $2.50, as opposed to 
nearly $10 for gasoline-engine cars.

“Because of the savings, we be-
lieve that electric cars will be popu-
lar in Jordan.”

GAM signed a deal in May with 
Noor Jordan Transport Company, 
which operates Taxi Moumayaz, to 
use environmentally friendly vehi-
cles. The firm is to replace 300 cars 
with hybrid vehicles and up to 100 
cars with electric vehicles at a value 

of $13 million.
Ayman Smadi, executive direc-

tor of GAM’s transport and traffic 
department, said the agreement is 
part of the municipality’s vision of 
protecting the environment.

Currently, electric cars are used by 
the prime minister, the lower house 
speaker, senate president and other 
top-ranking officials.

“We’d like to see more electric 
cars on the road and we’ll continue 
to exert every means to work with 
all concerned authorities on amend-
ing legislation to allow for more ef-
ficient use of the charging stations,” 
Rabadi said.

Hallaj said he plans to “work 
closely with the private and public 
sectors in Jordan to highlight the en-
vironmental and economic benefits 
of zero-emission vehicles and help 
grow the EV market in Jordan”.

Jordan has more than 330 sunny 
days a year. Daily average solar ir-
radiance on a horizontal surface 
ranges from 5-7 kilowatts per square 
metre, one of the highest figures in 
the world.

“Our solar EV charging network 
will be completely powered by solar 
energy and will lead to zero emis-
sion by the thousands of vehicles 
that benefit from charging from the 
network,” Hallaj said.

“We expect the demand to pick 
up once a robust and cost-effective 
EV charging network is deployed in 
Jordan and to see the numbers of 
electric cars grow to thousands per 
year in the next three to five years,” 
he added.

Each charging station requires a 
battery pack of 6,000-8,000 cells, 
Hallaj said. Initially, each station 
will have a capacity to charge five 
cars per day. When the project is 
completed, the stations will be able 
to charge 10,000 vehicles a day.

The project follows successful 
testing in 2011 of an off-grid solar car 
charging station in Amman.

JCP is reviewing legal restrictions 
that do not allow independent pow-
er producers to sell power into the 
country’s electric grid.

About 600 charging stations will 
be equipped with backup battery 
technology, storing energy from the 
sun and allowing off-grid charging, 
while the rest will be grid connect-
ed. Hallaj said the charging stations 
built off-grid will be connected once 
regulatory issues are addressed.

“As a native of Jordan, I’m thrilled 
to be part of such an exciting ini-
tiative, a model for other nations, as 
Jordan seeks to increase energy se-
curity and create good paying green 
jobs,” he said.

Raied T. Shuqum, based in Amman, 
has reported on regional issues 
since 1999.

London

I 

t is a time of major chaos 
across the Middle East, with 
conflicts leading to unprec-
edented mass displacement 
following the emergence of 

the Islamic State (ISIS). This dis-
turbing state of affairs is having a 
major effect on the environment, 
with fears about water security 
and air pollution on the rise.

Analysis by the World Resources 
Institute (WRI) indicated that the 
Middle East is among the least 
water secure regions in the world 
with the majority of Arab countries 
predicted to face “extremely high” 
water stress by 2040.

Using a series of climate models 
and socioeconomic scenarios, WRI 
predicted that Bahrain, Kuwait, 
the Palestinian territories, Qatar, 
United Arab Emirates, Saudi Ara-
bia, Oman and Lebanon would 

face major water shortages in the 
coming decades. Sixteen Arab 
countries could be among the top 
33 least water secure countries by 
2040, the analysis determined.

“The region, already arguably 
the least water secure in the world, 
draws heavily upon groundwater 
and desalinated sea water and fac-
es exceptional water-related chal-
lenges for the foreseeable future,” 
the report authors said.

Water shortage will compound 
political unrest in the region. The 
WRI report says the current un-
rest can, in part, be traced to water 
shortages.

“Drought and water shortages in 
Syria likely contributed to the un-
rest that stoked the country’s 2011 

civil war. Dwindling water resourc-
es and chronic mismanagement 
forced 1.5 million people, primarily 
farmers and herders, to lose their 
livelihoods and leave their land, 
move to urban areas and magnify 
Syria’s general destabilisation,” the 
report said.

Fears about regional water se-
curity were raised after another 
report, published in Science Ad-
vances, showed that the Syrian ref-
ugee crisis caused a massive spike 
in nitrogen dioxide emissions in 
Lebanon.

The report showed that while 
emissions of nitrogen dioxide — a 
greenhouse gas — had been on the 
rise throughout the Middle East 
until 2011, emissions have sub-
sequently trended downward in 
conflict areas. Nitrogen dioxide, a 
by-product of the burning of fossil 
fuels, is considered a reliable indi-
cator of economic activity.

“A combination of air qual-
ity control and political factors, 
including economical crisis and 

armed conflict, has drastically 
alerted the emission landscape 
of nitrogen oxides in the Middle 
East,” the study said. The research 
used data from the Ozone Meas-
urement Instrument on NASA’s 
Aura research satellite.

The study showed that nitrogen 
dioxide emissions in Baghdad and 
central Iraq decreased substan-
tially since 2013, including in Tikrit 
and Samarra that have been occu-
pied by ISIS.

 “The armed conflict in this 
area has left marks, including a 
decrease in nitrogen oxide emis-
sions,” the study said.

In Syria, nitrogen oxides over 
Damascus and Aleppo decreased 
40-50% since 2011, coincident with 

the uprising, the report added.
During the same period, there 

was a drastic increase in nitrogen 
dioxide emissions over Lebanon 
due to the ensuing refugee crisis.

Emissions over Beirut and Trip-
oli had been increasing by 3-4% a 
year until 2013, in line with the rest 
of the region. But after millions of 
Syrian refugees fled to the coun-
try, nitrogen oxide emissions in-
creased 20-30%.

Jos Lelieveld, lead author of 
the study and a researcher at Ger-
many’s Max Planck Institute for 
Chemistry, told Reuters: “People 
are migrating away [from Iraq and 
Syria]. And also activities are com-
ing to a halt. But as for other coun-
tries that take on refugees, such as 
Jordan and Lebanon… there we see 
increases.”

He warned people not to get too 
excited about the overall decrease 
in air pollution across the Middle 
East. “This is not the ‘silver lin-
ing’ of war. It’s just an indicator of 
what’s going on,” he said.

Water crisis. Palestinian man walks next to a dried out gulley in Palestinian village 
of al-Auja, near the West Bank city of Jericho.

Human factor. Yemenis cut branches from a tree for firewood near Sana’a, 
on August 6th.

In Syria, nitrogen 
oxides over 
Damascus and 
Aleppo decreased 
40-50% since 2011

Syrian refugee crisis 
caused a massive 
spike in nitrogen 
dioxide emissions in 
Lebanon

The Arab Weekly Staff

Raied T. Shuqum

NETenergy employees stand next to a car filling up electric power.

charging stations will be 
equipped with backup 
battery technology

About 600

(Photos courtesy of NETenergy)
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Saudi banks resilient despite lower oil prices

Tunisia’s Desert Rose train waiting for a chance to run

Tunis

T 

he Desert Rose train was 
supposed to take passen-
gers on a journey of ex-
ploration and discovery 
across Tunisia, travers-

ing beautiful regions that have re-
mained outside traditional tourist 
circuits.

But following the 2015 terrorist 
attacks on the Bardo Museum 
and in Sousse, the planned trips 
came to a halt and the eco-tourist 
project remains stalled by security 
concerns.

The project began in June 2014 
when the Tunisian Ministry of 
Tourism joined with travel agencies 
and the Tunisian national railways 
company to develop the idea by 
Tarek Nefzi, a Tunisian private 

expert in eco-tourism.
“I have spent years discovering 

ecological assets of different parts 
of Tunisia, the western region, the 
mountains, the interior regions,” 
Nefzi said. “But using cars with 
clients in such a journey was quite 
uncomfortable.

“Then we thought: Why not use 
railways to do these kinds of trips?”

Stops along the way would 
allow tourists to appreciate the 
exceptional scenery, cuisine, 
traditions and culture of the region 
and its towns. The Desert Rose’s 
route crosses breathtaking scenery, 
bridges, historic train stations and 
archaeological ruins.

The goal was to promote 
environmental tourism in some of 
the least visited parts of Tunisia 
and highlight cultural and historic 
assets of the country’s outer 
reaches. An additional objective 
was to boost the economy in 

regions that have not been part of 
the traditional tourism circuit. The 
train would depart from and return 
to Tunis after stopping at sites in 
the north, centre and south of the 
country.

“The train of the Desert Rose 
represents a new form of tourism 
contributing to the development 
of the marginalised regions. At 
every train station, we would 
establish a network of services, 
including guides, transportation 
and food,” Nefzi explained. This 
would help local artisans showcase 
their products and provide job 
opportunities in the towns and 

villages.
The train would revive the 

economy of the regions and be 
a catalysing force for economic 
activity complementary to 
agriculture in those regions, Nefzi 
said. It would also diversify revenue 
there and provide employment.

He saw each journey of the Desert 
Rose taking 40 people on a nine-
day trip exploring the towns of 
Kef, Haidra, Sbeitla, Metlaoui and 
Tozeur, among others. While the 
inaugural trip lasted four days and 
visited only the north-west, Nefzi 
said he expected future journeys 
to extend to the southern towns of 
Redeyef and Metlaoui.

The Desert Rose’s first journey 
took place February 25th and used a 
train dating from the 1960s that was 
used by former president Habib 
Bourguiba for VIP journeys.

The organisers took security 
concerns of the train and 

its passengers into serious 
consideration.

“The train passes near the 
Chaambi mountain, with a stop 
at Kasserine dedicated to bio-
agriculture and a visit to the park, 
which is of unique ecological 
richness,” Nefzi said. “We had 
an agreement with the army and 
the Ministry of Interior to secure 
the passage of the train with 
a helicopter until the security 
situation is more stable.”

Although the inaugural trip was a 
success, the project was suspended 
following the terrorist attacks on 
the Bardo Museum in March and in 
Sousse in June.

“These terrorist acts deeply 
affected Tunisia, in terms of both 
political stability and economic 
development of the regions. Our 
project was conceived of as part 
of the economic development 
of marginalised regions,” Nefzi 
said. “The impact of these attacks 
delayed our project and could also 
endanger our foreign partnerships, 
which would be a great loss for 
eco-tourism and inter-cultural 
exchange between the south and 
north.”

Nefzi said he is hopeful about 
resuming the trips once the security 
situation improves.

“The trips originally planned for 
2015 and 2016 were delayed to 2017. 
In the meantime, we hope that 
the security situation improves so 
we can resume trips in the fall of 
2016 and resume taking bookings 
for 2017. Despite all of this, we are 
determined to be in operation for 
autumn 2016,” Nefzi said.

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor for The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

Beirut

L 

ower oil prices will soon 
start to weigh on Saudi 
Arabia’s banks, which are 
likely to see the percent-
age of poor-performing 

loans edge higher by the end of 
the year, according to Standard & 
Poor’s (S&P). However, Saudi bank-
ers seem to count on the sector’s 
ability to sustain the resiliency it 
showed in recent years.

“Over the past few years, we have 
seen a stabilisation in asset quality 
and it has been a story of declining 
credit losses. But we now believe 
that through the end of this year, 
we will begin to see credit losses 
picking up,” Timucin Engin, a bank-
ing analyst at S&P, wrote on Sep-
tember 2nd.

Lenders in the kingdom have 
managed to defy many analysts’ 
expectations by posting generally 
healthy results, despite the roughly 
60% slide in oil prices since June 
2014. The ratings agency said it 
usually takes a few quarters for as-
set quality issues to surface in a less 
resilient economy.

S&P’s hinting that Saudi Arabia’s 
economy is among the more resil-
ient economies is what the king-
dom’s lenders count on. “Saudi 
banks have around $120 billion in 
available liquidity, including their 
investments abroad. If bad loans do 
arise, as S&P expects, the liquidity 
is more than enough to take care of 
the matter,” a leading Saudi banker 
told The Arab Weekly.

The banks’ non-performing loans 
stood at 1.2% of total loans in the 
first quarter, up from 1.1% in 2014, 
according to data from the Saudi 

Arabian Monetary Agency, the cen-
tral bank. That is down from a peak 
of 3.3% in mid-2010 when the king-
dom’s financial sector suffered fall-
out from the global financial crisis.

“This is more reason to believe 
that the Saudi banking system is 
capable of fending off any fallout 
from lower oil prices,” the banker 
said, speaking on the condition of 
anonymity.

S&P said long-term data sug-
gested a clear link between non-
performing loans and oil prices. 
After oil prices fell about $30 per 
barrel in late 2008, the ratio of bad 
loans more than doubled in subse-
quent months, data indicated. The 
link is likely to be reinforced if, as 
expected, the government begins 
to slow spending, pumping less 
money into the economy.

Still, analysts are not overly wor-
ried about the health of the Saudi 
banking sector, as the regulator 
requires lenders to keep coverage 
ratios well above the requirements 
proposed by Basel III and requires 
banks to make provisions for loans 
before they sour. “Banks are cog-
nizant of this [rising credit losses] 
and we would expect a gradual 
pickup in provisions,” said Suha 
Urgan, another banking analyst at 
S&P.

Meanwhile, the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) warned that 
lower prices of commodities, in-
cluding oil, might keep world eco-
nomic growth moderate.

“Global growth remains moder-
ate, reflecting a further slowdown 
in emerging economies and a weak 
recovery in advanced economies. 
In an environment of rising finan-
cial market volatility, declining 
commodity prices, weaker capital 
inflows and depreciating emerg-
ing market currencies, downside 
risks to the outlook have risen, par-

ticularly for emerging markets and 
developing economies,” it said in a 
note presented September 3rd to 
Group of 20 finance ministers and 
central bank governors.

Financial leaders from the 
world’s 20 biggest economies 
agreed to step up reform efforts to 
boost disappointingly growth, say-
ing reliance on ultra-low interest 
rates would not be enough to accel-
erate economic expansion. But the 
IMF said commodity price declines 
over the past year have alleviated 
inflation pressures and mitigated 
external vulnerabilities in net com-
modity importers while increasing 
external and fiscal vulnerabilities 
in commodity exporters.

“Oil exporters that have accumu-
lated savings and have fiscal space 
can let fiscal deficits increase and 
allow a more gradual adjustment of 
public spending. For floaters with 
less policy space, exchange rate 
flexibility will be a critical buffer 
to the shock. This may require im-
proving macroeconomic policy 
frameworks in some countries and 
keeping balance sheet exposures 
manageable,” the IMF said.

Concerning Saudi Arabia, the 
IMF’s message is clear. “This means 
Riyadh should be careful about sus-
taining high public expenditure, 
particularly if it’s going to finance it 
with local loans; that is, loans raised 
from local banks,” a Saudi private 

sector source told The Arab Weekly 
on condition of anonymity. “I don’t 
see imminent fiscal problems but 
care is advised to not expose local 
banks to unnecessary pressures.”

Oil prices seem poised to stay low 
for years, derivatives markets say, 
keeping a lid on inflation and help-
ing boost global growth, Reuters 
reported. Oil has more than halved 
in value over the last year, thanks 
to huge oversupply, and many oil 
companies, particularly in the Unit-
ed States, say they may soon have 
to rein in production, tightening 
supply, unless the market recovers.

Abdel-Rahman Ayas is a 
Beirut-based business writer.

Abdel-Rahman Ayas

Resilience. Traders monitor stock prices on screens at the Saudi Investment Bank in Riyadh, last June.Analysts are not 
overly worried about 
the health of the 
Saudi banking sector

Saudi banks have 
around $120 billion 
in available liquidity

Tunisian Desert Rose train

Nefzi said he is 
hopeful about 
resuming the trips 
once the security 
situation improves

Roua Khlifi
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Speculation about 
Iraqi Kurds’ oil 
sales to Israel

London

A 

report that Israel has 
been importing up to 
three-quarters of its 
oil requirements from 
semi-autonomous Iraqi 

Kurdistan in recent months has, 
inevitably, prompted speculation 
about the existence of a deeper and 
murkier strategic relationship.

The Kurdish national move-
ment, particularly its Iraqi branch, 
has had an ambivalent relation-
ship with Israel dating to the 1960s 
when the Jewish state supported 
Kurdish separatists in an effort to 
undermine the Ba’athist regime in 
Baghdad.

The extent of Israeli-Kurdish ties, 
real or imagined, has been a factor 
in fuelling suspicion of the Kurds 
among their Arab neighbours. This 
time, however, there may be a very 
mundane explanation for the re-
ported oil sales: The Kurdistan Re-
gional Government (KRG) desper-
ately needs the money as it battles 
for survival against the encroach-
ing Islamic State (ISIS).

Chronic budgetary disputes with 
the central government in Bagh-
dad, coupled with a deteriorating 
economic situation linked to the 
war against ISIS and the massive in-
flux of refugees it engendered, have 
spurred a more aggressive oil strat-
egy from the KRG.

The economic challenges have 
been compounded by tumbling 
crude prices that have hit all pro-
ducers. It is not only Israeli buyers 
who are taking advantage of a sup-
plier under pressure to offer crude 
at substantially below-market pric-
es, something the KRG insists it is 
not doing.

The sharp rise in sales to Israel, 
reported in August by the Financial 
Times, highlights the significant in-
roads that oil from Iraqi Kurdistan 
has been making into world mar-

kets, including Italy, France and 
Greece, largely through secretive 
deals via global oil trading firms.

Israeli companies reportedly im-
ported more than 19 million barrels 
of Kurdish oil, worth an estimated 
$1 billion, between early May and 
August 11th.

Predictably, the Financial Times 
report led Israeli media to suggest 
that the oil sales might be an indica-
tor of strengthening Kurdish-Israeli 
ties. 

Israel has long regarded the 
Kurds as potential allies, perceiving 
a shared interest with another re-
gional minority that has a history of 
conflict with Arab neighbours.

The Kurds are usually much more 
circumspect regarding any public 
gesture of support from Israel as an 
embarrassment at best.

The previous flutter over Kurdish 
oil sales came in 2014, when con-
signments of crude shipped via a 
new pipeline to Turkey’s Mediter-
ranean port of Ceyhan were tracked 
to the Israeli port of Ashkelon. 
Then, as now, the KRG’s interest 
was overwhelmingly commer-
cial. Once a consignment of crude 
reaches the market it can change 
hands several times before reach-
ing its final destination.

In July 2014, Israeli Prime Min-
ister Binyamin Netanyahu issued 
a strident call in favour of inde-
pendence for Iraqi Kurdistan. His 
statement, which conflicted with 
an international consensus on pre-
serving Iraq’s unity, was as unwel-
come in Washington as it was in the 
Iraqi Kurdish capital Erbil.

It appeared to be part of a strat-
egy by Israel to promote itself as a 
more reliable ally of the Kurds than 
even the Americans.

There were echoes of that in July 
in Debkafile, an Israeli website that 
boasts inside knowledge of intel-
ligence issues. It sought to link 
Kurdish oil sales to Israel with Net-
anyahu’s dispute with US President 

Barack Obama over the nuclear deal 
with Iran.

Debkafile maintained that the 
White House, seeking to ingratiate 
itself with Iran and Shia-ruled Iraq, 
tried to block independent Kurd-
ish crude exports while Israel had 
accepted them. It went so far as to 
credit Netanyahu with acting to 
fund the KRG when Erbil was under 
threat from ISIS in mid-2014.

“Washington may have coun-
tenanced Mosul’s fall to jihadist 
forces but Israel was determined to 
prevent the fall of friendly Erbil,” 
Debkafile said.

That assertion would be chal-
lenged in both Washington and 
Erbil. US air strikes against ISIS are 
generally considered to have blunt-
ed the jihadist offensive against 
Erbil, while Kurdish leaders have 
more than once thanked Iran for be-
ing the first to give support. No one 
outside Israel has suggested that 
the Israelis provided such backing.

Kurdish officials are generally 
reticent about addressing claims 

of close Israel-KRG ties. However, 
amid the unsolicited 2014 state-
ments supporting Kurdish inde-
pendence, one official declared: 
“We’re not coordinating with Is-
rael. We’re not responsible for 
statements made by other govern-
ments.”

Bayan Sami Abdul Rahman, the 
KRG representative to Washington, 
said: “There was a period, a short 
period, decades ago when there 
were relations. But it stopped. In 
terms of any covert relationship, 
that does not exist. In terms of a 
formal relationship with Israel, that 
does not exist.”

This time around, Kurdish au-
thorities again sought to divorce 
oil sales from any political con-
siderations. “We don’t care where 
the oil goes once we’ve delivered 
it to the traders,” a senior Kurdish 
government adviser commented. 
“Our priority is getting the cash to 
fund our peshmerga forces against 
[ISIS] and to pay civil servants’ sala-
ries.”

Harvey Morris

Formal denials. Taq Taq oil field in Erbil, in Iraq’s Kurdistan region.

Israeli companies 
reportedly imported 
more than 19 million 
barrels of Kurdish 
oil

The Kurdish 
national movement, 
particularly its Iraqi 
branch, has had an 
ambivalent 
relationship with 
Israel

Risk of Syrian 
‘conflict cotton’ 
worries 
manufacturers

Struggling
Tunisia to seek 
new IMF aid

New Turkish 
economy tsar sees
below-target 
growth

Briefs

Islamic State (ISIS) militants con-
trol Syrian cotton production, wor-
rying manufacturers even though 
there appears little risk that ISIS-
linked clothing could end up on the 
catwalk or in consumers’ closets.

Already using seized oil and grain 
fields to fund its offensives, ISIS has 
taken control of “three-quarters of 
the production of cotton” in Syria, 
said Jean-Charles Brisard, a special-
ist on the financing of extremist 
groups.

Syrian cotton is an issue at the 
vaunted fashion houses in Paris. A 
buyer for haute couture collections 
at a top label said they have become 
vigilant over fabrics’ origins.

“Our regular supplier sent us 
bolts of cloth without a tag of origin 
and we asked our workshops not 
to touch them until we had all the 
required certificates. Can you im-
agine? Cotton supplied by Daesh,” 
the buyer said, using an Arabic ac-
ronym for ISIS.

The key concern with Syr-
ian “conflict cotton” is that it could 
reach international markets via 
Turkish wholesalers buying it at 
cut-rate prices from ISIS fighters 
desperate for cash.
(Agence France-Presse)

Tunisia is to ask the International  
Monetary Fund (IMF) for a new aid 
package, the central bank chief said 
September 9th.

Chedly Ayari, speaking at a news 
conference with visiting Interna-
tional Monetary Fund chief Chris-
tine Lagarde, said the amount 
sought would at least equal a 
$1.7-billion credit line granted in 
2013. That loan was to have expired 
in June, but the IMF extended it 
for another seven months to give 
Tunis more time to adopt needed 
reforms.

Ayari said he hoped negotiations 
could start in November, so the aid 
could be available by March.
(Agence France-Presse)

Turkey’s new deputy prime 
minister in charge of the economy 
said growth and inflation would 
miss government targets in 2015 
but political uncertainty that has 
hammered the lira would ease 
after a November election.

Deputy Prime Minister Cevdet 
Yilmaz told Reuters growth may 
reach 3% in 2015, short of the 
official 4% target but in line with 
market expectations. Inflation 
would end the year higher than 
expected, but would fall in 2016, 
he said.

Yilmaz was appointed to an 
interim government formed 
after the ruling Justice and 
Development Party (AKP) lost 
its parliamentary majority in 
June. The temporary cabinet will 
lead Turkey until an election in 
November.

The government’s medium-term 
economic plans would emphasise 
growth, keeping the current 
account deficit under control and 
fighting inflation, Yilmaz said.
(Reuters)

Over 1,000 Chinese companies showcased their products at the China Homelife Jordan 2015 exhibition launched on September 7th, in Amman.
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Shopping malls provide rare escape for Algerian youth

Arab war victims 
get glimpse of 
hope in Jordan  
NGO facility

Algiers

Y 

oung people don’t have 
many places to socialise 
in conservative Algeria 
but the North African 
country’s youth are dis-

covering something their counter-
parts in the West embraced a gen-
eration ago: the shopping centre.

And away from family pressures, 
against this new backdrop of mas-
sive carparks, shiny floors, benches 
and fountains, they are letting their 
hair down.

The enormous Bab Ezzouar mall, 
opened in 2010 near the Algiers air-
port, was Algeria’s first major shop-
ping centre. Its cinemas, bowling 
alley and coffee shops provide a 
venue for those seeking to escape 
the prying eyes of relatives and 
neighbours.

With its dimmed lights and 
thumping music, the bowling alley 
feels like a nightclub. Young men 
and women — many of them with-
out the traditional Islamic veil — 
play billiards.

“I come to flirt,” declares Rym, a 
young woman from the south-east-
ern city of Constantine.

Meriem, 18, says she goes to the 
mall for the privacy afforded by a 
crowd.

“The great thing is there are lots 
of people, so it’s unlikely that you’ll 
bump into someone you know,” she 
said. “Sometimes, I take my veil 
off and only put it back on when I 
leave. I’m not the only one.”

In a country where three-quar-
ters of the population is under 35, 
malls are sprouting up giving Rym, 
Meriem and other youths who don’t 
have many other places to hang out 
a certain freedom.

Attracted by Algeria’s economic 

growth and rising income levels, in-
vestors have recently opened shop-
ping centres in the capital, Oran and 
the north-eastern city of Setif, with 
others planned or under construc-
tion.

“They’re not just somewhere to 
shop but also somewhere to social-
ise,” explains Tahar Drici, a sociolo-
gist at the University of Algiers.

At the end of the 1990s, Algerians 
started to emerge from a devastat-
ing decade of civil war between the 

army and Islamists.
“The end of terrorism has made 

people want to enjoy life and go out 
and these centres have made it pos-
sible, as young men and women can 
meet there to flirt far from the dis-
approving gaze of relatives,” Drici 
said.

The manager of a provincial shop-
ping centre agreed, saying: “It’s not 
uncommon to see youth of all ages 
flirting in our centres. It’s the per-
fect place for it.

“Young women can tell their par-
ents that they’re going shopping 
without it sounding suspicious.”

Despite signs of opening up, Alge-
rian society remains “conservative, 
traditional and hierarchical”, Drici 
said.

Couples embracing or holding 
hands in Algiers’ streets or on pub-
lic transport are a rare sight even if it 
was fairly common before Islamism 
swept over Algeria in the late 1980s.

In the malls, “the signs are mostly 
Western and sell a lifestyle and fash-
ion different from Algerian society’s 
traditional values,” Drici said.

Youths are not the only visitors of 
these new temples of consumption. 
Clients of all ages flock to the malls, 
where families can share a pizza 
while children enjoy a play area.

Up to 7.6 million people have 

visited Bab Ezzouar centre since it 
opened, equivalent to an average 
of 21,000 customers per day, says 
Alain Rolland, the Swiss director of 
the Company of Algerian Shopping 
Centres that owns it.

Barely 6 kilometres away, near Al-
giers Bay, people gather on the ter-
race of the Ardis commercial centre 
to admire the sunset over the water. 
The mall overlooks the Sablettes, a 
beach celebrated by Algerian-born 
French writer Albert Camus and 
which was recently cleaned up after 
years of neglect.

As in many other emerging econ-
omies, enthusiasm for shopping 
centres does not seem set to dwin-
dle any time soon. Investors are 
planning to open a new mall — com-
plete with skating rink, cinemas and 
theme park — in Baraki, a southern 
neighbourhood of Algiers that just 
two decades ago was overrun by Is-
lamist armed groups.
(Agence France-Presse)

Amman

M 

ustafa Irshaid, 14, 
lost his right arm 
when a missile ex-
ploded outside his 
father’s restaurant in 

the southern Syria border town of 
Deraa, but he yearns to play foot-
ball again.

“It doesn’t matter if I play with 
artificial parts as long as I can play 
football again and be able to … kick 
the ball,” said Mustafa, beaming a 
charming smile and sporting a jog-
ging suit and one shoe as he sat in a 
wheelchair.

Mustafa is one of 174 Arab war 
victims receiving free treatment 
at a new facility in Amman run by 
Doctors without Borders, known 
by its French initials of MSF.

The patients — of all ages and 
from all walks of life — come from 
conflict-stricken parts of the Arab 
world, such as the West Bank, Gaza 
Strip, Syria, Iraq, Libya and Yemen, 
where medical equipment and 
supplies, as well as advanced sur-
gery techniques, are often lacking.

The MSF facility, known as the 
Specialized Hospital for Recon-
structive Surgery, has a $12 million 
annual budget and operates out of 
the Al-Muwasa Hospital. The facil-
ity is bigger and better equipped 
than the premises MSF had used 
since 2006 at Jordan’s Red Crescent 
Hospital.

The new facility was inaugurated 
September 8th in a ribbon-cutting 
ceremony attended by the Jordani-
an health minister, city dignitaries, 
MSF staff, patients and the media.

“The new hospital is unique in all 
aspects because it hosts surgeons, 
counsellors and physiotherapists 
specialised in war victims,” MSF’s 
Jordan mission chief Marc Schakal 
said.

He said the Al-Muwasa Hospital 
is equipped with the latest tech-
nology and is ready to obtain more 
modern machines should the need 
arise. He said 3D printing of re-
placement body parts will soon be 
offered. At the new facility, MSF 
has added advanced services, such 
as specialised surgical care, physio-
therapy and psycho-social support.

Schakal emphasised MSF has 
seen “a lot of complicated cases 
but, due to the experienced staff 
we have, we managed to save many 
lives. Some patients were destined 
to have an amputated limp but we 
managed to reverse that and save 
their limbs.”

Launching its first facility in Jor-
dan in 2006, MSF has provided ad-
vanced surgical care for adults and 
children wounded during unrest in 
their home countries.

Since August 2006, more than 
3,700 Arab patients have been 
treated by MSF in Jordan. The aver-
age stay for patients is four months 
but more complicated cases can 
require some to remain for longer 
periods of intensive and successive 
reconstructive surgery and reha-
bilitation.

Iraqi patient Ahmed Khalifa, 15, 
said he underwent 22 plastic sur-
geries at the old MSF facility in 
Jordan to treat first-degree burns 
on his face, neck, arms and much 
of his body inflicted in a 2010 car 
blast outside his school north of 
Baghdad.

“I’ve been at the MSF facility for 
more than four years, so it has be-
come a second home for me,” the 
soft-spoken boy said.

However, he added, that he went 
through a “tough time forgetting 
what happened”.

“It’s been too painful,” he said.
Ahmed’s French doctor, who de-

clined to be identified in line with 
hospital regulations, said the boy 
was scheduled for another series of 

plastic surgery, starting in the third 
week of September. “In the end, 
his facial and body skin would look 
much better,” the doctor said.

MSF figures show that from 2006 
and until July 2015, its hospital fa-
cilities admitted more than 3,700 
people wounded in conflict. MSF 
conducted 8,238 surgeries and of-
fered 134,620 physiotherapy ses-
sions and 45,660 psychosocial con-
sultations.

According to Schakal, most in-
juries are from bullets, roadside 
bombs and exploding barrels, 
which can inflict severe damage to 
bones and skin tissue.

Recently, three Jordanian hos-
pitals admitted dozens of Yemenis 
wounded in the war in their coun-
try.

Schakal said MSF was not com-
peting with other hospitals but 
rather sharing expertise and offer-
ing assistance.

“The region’s conflicts and wars 
are having horrible effects on many 
people and the need for a special-
ised hospital to treat such war-re-
lated injuries is high and we really 
do hope that we will be able to save 
as many as possible,” he added.

In an emotional note, Schakal 
recalled a recent case involving a 
four-year old Syrian boy who lost 

his parents, one of his sisters and 
a cousin after a barrel bomb fell on 
their home in Syria’s north-eastern 
Deir ez-Zor province.

“The child suffered severe in-
juries to his hip, leg and head,” 
Schakal said. Following initial 
treatment in a field hospital in his 
village, his grandmother brought 
him to Jordan, where both ended 
up at a refugee camp straddling the 
northern Syrian border.

“We found him there and brought 
him for immediate medical care,” 
Schakal said. “Today, after several 
surgeries, he is able to stand and 
walk a bit with the help of crutches.

“It was simply a miracle in wait-
ing.”

Roufan Nahhas, based in Jordan, 
has been covering cultural issues 
for more than two decades.

An Algerian woman enters a beauty salon at the Bab Ezzouar 
commercial centre in the capital Algiers.

Despite signs of 
opening up, Algerian 
society remains 
“conservative, 
traditional and 
hierarchical”

20-year-old Syrian who was injured during the violence in his country two years ago, sits in his 
wheelchair in new hospital run by Doctors Without Borders in Amman, on September 8, 2015.

Roufan Nahhas

The MSF facility, 
known as the 
Specialized Hospital 
for Reconstructive 
Surgery, has a $12 
million annual 
budget

Mustafa is one of 174 
Arab war victims 
receiving free 
treatment at a new 
facility in Amman 
run by Doctors 
without Borders
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Syria’s dangerous roads

Damascus

M 

ore than four years 
into a brutal and dev-
astating conflict, Syr-
ian provinces have 
been turned into 

“isolated islands”, making travel 
between them a perilous journey 
undertaken only by the daring or 
the desperate.

The interweaving of areas con-
trolled by warring parties and 
the large number of checkpoints 
manned by the different groups 
make Syrian roads the world’s 
most dangerous, where travellers 
venture at their own risk. The large 
road network criss-crossing the 
country is largely deserted, inflict-
ing huge economic losses on public 
transportation and movement by 
trucks transporting merchandise 
through Syria to Jordan and the 
Arab Gulf countries.

Matters worsened after the Na-
sib crossing on the Syrian-Jorda-
nian border fell into opposition 
hands in April, depriving trucks of 
the sole remaining route to reach 
the Gulf. More than 70,000 Syrian 
trucks have been idled in addition 
to thousands of foreign-registered 
vehicles that used to cross Syrian 
territory en route to Turkey, Iraq, 
Lebanon and Jordan.

The public transportation sec-
tor has come to a near-total stand-
still, dropping to less than 3% of all 
transport used compared to what it 
was prior to the outbreak of the cri-
sis in 2011. “For instance, the num-
ber of buses travelling on the Da-
mascus-Aleppo line dropped from 
500 daily trips to no more than ten, 
in the best days,” noted Ahmad Sa-
lem, a Pullman driver from Aleppo.

“In many cases, buses are 
grounded for several days because 

of security reasons or the absence 
of travellers,” Salem said. “No one 
is risking his life on the dangerous 
road unless for big emergencies, 
such as medical reasons or to leave 
the country.”

Big buses that used to operate in-
ternational routes are lined up on 
Adawi highway in Damascus, cov-
ered with dust. They were moved 
there after the main bus station 
in Harasta, on the capital’s north-
ern entrance, was destroyed in the 
fighting two years ago.

Abou Yehya, a driver from Da-
mascus, argued that the blurred 
demarcation lines separating gov-
ernment forces from the rebels 
increased the risk of road travel. 
“People are scared of checkpoints. 
They fear that their names might 
figure on government or rebel 
wanted lists or they could be mis-
taken for wanted persons because 
of similarities in names,” he said.

“In addition to that, the journey 
between Aleppo and Damascus 
is taking between 10 to 12 hours 
whereas it took less than 4 hours in 
normal times and the cost of travel 
has skyrocketed to 3,000 Syrian 
pounds ($10) from 200 pounds (60 
cents) for a seat.”

While certain provinces could be 
accessed at high risk, others, such 
as Hasakah in northern Syrian, are 
completely cut off from the rest of 
the country. After seizing the prov-
inces of Raqqa and Deir ez-Zor, the 
Islamic State (ISIS) has effectively 
isolated the mainly Kurdish area.

“Hasakah province lives in 
complete isolation. All roads are 
blocked by ISIS,” said journalist Ali 
Kojari from the city of Qamishli. 
“The sole roads leading to the 
province, namely the Damascus-
Palmyra-Deir ez-Zor-Hasakah, and 
the Aleppo-Raqqa-Hasakah, are 
hijacked by ISIS and anyone who 
dares to venture on these roads 
does that at his own risk and re-

sponsibility.”
Although the rare journeys from 

Hasakah are coordinated in ad-
vance with parties on the ground, 
many buses have been bombed or 
confiscated and travellers robbed 
and kidnapped.

“The few private transport com-
panies that continued to operate 
have lost many buses. Travellers 
are notified prior to the journey 
that the company cannot be held 
responsible for any incident that 
could occur on the way, including 
robbery and killing,” Kojari said.

Even within provinces fall-
ing under the control of the same 
group, roads are fraught with dan-
ger because of bandits and sudden 
flares of fighting. “In one instance, 
clashes between ISIS and regime 
forces blocked a main road in 
Raqqa for three days, stranding us 
inside our vehicles in the middle of 
the winter cold,” said Ibrahim Ah-

mad, a truck driver from Raqqa.
ISIS’s decision to ban men under 

60 and women under 50 from leav-
ing territories under their control 
further slowed travel in the prov-
ince, forcing transport companies 
to close.

One company owner, who spoke 
on condition of anonymity, said: 
“Before 2011, there were five se-
curity branches to whom we of-
fered gifts, such as free rides, to 
facilitate our operation. But with 
ISIS arrival in Raqqa, in 2013, some 
72 units have taken control of the 
place and keep asking for favours 
that I could not afford, so I closed 
down the company and moved to 
Damascus.”

In the northern province of Idlib, 
which lies between Aleppo and 
the Syrian coast, people have been 
using side roads to avoid secu-
rity checkpoints manned by both 
government forces and the rebels. 

However, all roads were reopened 
to traffic after the opposition 
forces seized the area. “The main 
danger on these roads is that they 
are regularly targeted by air strikes 
from Syrian planes and the US-led 
coalition fighting ISIS,” noted Imad 
Mohamad from Idlib city.

Incidents in which vehicles 
were targeted at checkpoints have 
claimed the lives of scores of civil-
ians. “Only a few days ago, gun-
men at an opposition checkpoint 
near Maarat al-Nu’man opened fire 
at an ambulance travelling at high 
speed with the lights dimmed, 
fearing it was a suicide attempt. A 
nurse was killed and the driver suf-
fered grave injuries,” Mohamad 
added.

Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based 
journalist and regular contributor 
to The Arab Weekly. He has been 
covering Syria since 1995.

Members of al-Qaeda’s Nusra Front manning a checkpoint in Idlib.

Khalil Hamlo

“Hasakah province 
lives in complete 
isolation. All roads 
are blocked by ISIS.”

The public 
transportation 
sector has come to a 
near-total standstill

Hasakah Christians’ choice: Migrate or face ISIS

Hasakah, Syria

D 

riven by fear of perse-
cution, thousands of 
Christians have sold 
their houses and the 
land where their ances-

tors lived in peace and harmony for 
centuries with other communities.

The Christian families of Ha-
sakah faced only two choices after 
the Islamic State (ISIS) invaded the 
province in north-eastern Syria — 
migrate or stay on and risk their 
lives.

According to sources in Hasakah 
city, as many as 8,000 families 
left and will not be returning after 
selling all their belongings. After 
witnessing the gruesome fate of 
coreligionists and Yazidis in Iraq, 
many Christians preferred to flee 
from ISIS.

Still, some are determined to stay 
on their land despite attempts to 
force their displacement.

“Not much is left of our lifetime 
that is worth enduring the hard-
ships of migration. My sick wife 
and I have decided to stay under 
any circumstances,” said Gabriel 
Atallah, 65, from the city of Ha-
sakah.

“I have smuggled my sons out 
of the country, one to Sweden and 
the other to Germany. They are safe 
now and I hope they will have bet-
ter days than what we have here,” 
Atallah said.

Speaking of the “tragedy” of 
Christians in the province inhab-

ited by a mix of Kurds, Arabs and 
Syriac Christians, Atallah com-
plained that Christians were being 
persecuted and massacred by ISIS 
“in front of the whole world, which 
did not move a finger” to stop it.

“ISIS terrorists have assaulted 
several Christian villages, slaugh-
tering 20 young Christians in Tal 
Shamiram and Tal Maghas alone, 
taking our women as war bounties 
and kidnapping our children,” he 
said.

He warned that the ISIS threat is 
hanging over the heads of all in Ha-
sakah, especially Christians. “They 
are just 10 kilometres away from 

the city and when we talk about 
migrating, we are reprimanded by 
the church. What else can we do?”

The civil war in Syria, now in its 
fifth year, has had horrendous and 
bloody effects on ethnic and reli-
gious minorities in Hasakah.

“The social and ethnic mosaics 
in Hasakah, which constituted a 
cultural wealth before the crisis, 
turned out to be a malediction for 
Christians, though they are present 
in a considerable number here,” 
Atallah said. “But their attachment 
to peaceful coexistence and refus-
al to take up arms made them the 
weakest ring and an easy target in 

the relentless bloodbath, forcing 
them to quit the land that hosted 
them for thousands years.”

In February, ISIS overran at least 
33 Syriac villages straddling the 
banks of Khabur river. Dozens of 
Christian youth were killed and 280 
people kidnapped and driven to Al-
Shadadi, an ISIS bastion, 60 kilo-
metres south of Hasakah. Only 25 
women have since been released.

The Syriac Church has refrained 
from making public statements in 
that regard, fearing for the lives of 
the remaining captives. But clergy 
actively encouraged young Chris-
tians to stay and protect their prop-
erty, either by enlisting in the Syr-
ian Army or joining the Christian 
armed group, Sutoro, which is al-
lied with the rebel Kurdish People’s 
Protection Units, YPG.

A rare example of a Christian mi-
litia in Syria, Sutoro was founded 
by the Syriac Union Party (SUP) as 
a response to increased targeting of 
Christians by criminal and radical 
Islamist groups.

Migration of Christians from Ha-
sakah started in 1990s, according to 
Rita Gerges from Hasakah.

“Before the conflict it was main-
ly the migration of brains towards 
the US and Europe, in very small 
numbers,” she said. “But with the 
beginning of the crisis, problems 

started to chase our men, especial-
ly the youth.”

Gerges said Christian doctors, en-
gineers, contractors and jewellers 
were increasingly targeted in 2012 
and 2013. “They were kidnapped 
for ransom in broad daylight and 
nobody knew which parties were 
behind the kidnappings. In some 
cases, the hostages were killed be-
cause ransom was not paid or be-
cause they resisted their attackers,” 
she said.

The number of illegal Syrian mi-
grants increased tremendously in 
the past year,  largely due to the 
drop in the cost of travel through 
Turkey and lower commissions de-
manded by people traffickers, ac-
cording to a Syrian smuggler iden-
tified as Mohamad.

He said: “In the first years of the 
conflict, the cost to get to Germany 
was [$11,500] per person,” a stag-
gering sum for the average Syrian 
whose salary does not exceed $100 
per month. Many had to sell all 
their belongings to raise the money.

“Today, smuggling a person by 
land route or by sea through Tur-
key and Greece does not cost more 
than $4,000,” Mohamad added.

The specter of death and perse-
cution is inevitably emptying Syria 
of its Christian community, in yet 
another setback to Christian pres-
ence in the Levant, following their 
recent persecution in northern 
Iraq.

Ragheb al-Jbour, a pseudonym 
used for safety reasons, is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent based in 
north-eastern Syria.

Assyrian Christians, who had fled the unrest in the Syrian town 
of Hasakah, attend a mass with Lebanese Christians in Jdeideh, 
north-east of Beirut.

Ragheb al-Jbour

“The social and 
ethnic mosaics in 
Hasakah turned out 
to be a malediction 
for Christians.”
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Washington

T 

he 30th issue of Mizna, 
the only Arab-American 
literary journal, is out, 
offering prose and po-
etry by 19 Arab-American 

writers bound in a cover featuring 
Samia Halaby’s exuberant Green 
Earth painting. The journal in-
cludes works of poetry, fiction and 
seven of Halaby’s vibrant colour-
studies.

Mizna is Arabic for “desert 
cloud”, which shades and protects 
the desert traveller, easing the 
journey.

Arab-American writers are in-
creasingly recognised and lauded. 
Khaled Mattawa, a poet whose 
work Mizna has published, was 
awarded a MacArthur Genius Grant 
in 2014. Lebanese-American An-
war Accawi, featured in the 30th 
issue, has been published in Cana-
da, France, Iceland, Japan and the 
United States in such prominent 
magazines as Harper’s and the 
Utne Reader.

The latest issue of Mizna offers 
Angele Ellis’s dark dystopian tale 
of imprisonment in a twisted Unit-
ed States, where the pledge of al-
legiance has morphed into a right-
wing loyalty distortion. Accawi 
offers a nostalgic coming-of-age 
reminiscence of his childhood in 
the tiny Lebanese village of Magda-
luna. Hasan Dudar writes mov-
ingly about his relationship with 
Palestine: one’s ancestral village, 

he says, and Palestine itself “have 
become metaphors and you were 
born into that metaphor. As I stand 
here, overlooking [Jerusalem], I’ve 
learned one thing: we never had to 
return because we never left.”

Jennifer Zeynab Maccani’s four-
page short story teases the reader 
with wonderful descriptions of 
Arabic food and tradition, which 
become the enduring connection 
through which a young girl’s dying 
mother says goodbye. Expressing 
her fear of being alone, especially 
at story time, she asks poignantly: 
“When you go, how will I know 
who I am?” Her mother replies: 
“Hayati [the Arabic endearment 
meaning “my life”], I’ll be in the 
stories. I’ll be in the spices. I’ll be 
in the wind.” The story ends on a 
sweet note with baklava.

Donya Tag-El-Din’s prose poem 
Living Art also focuses on a parent-
child dialogue. Baba is eating pis-
tachios, silently regretting an un-
derachieved past and living in an 
unkempt present. His daughter ob-
serves paintings on the wall above 
his head, wondering symbolically 
“Where did he go?” His response 
is pithy: “There’s no money in art. 
You can’t build a life on imagina-
tion and you can’t eat oils on pa-
per.”

It’s quite a coup that Palestinian 
painter Samia Halaby is featured 
in the issue. Revered as a pioneer 
of contemporary abstraction in the 
Arab world, her acrylic-on-canvas 
work is owned by prestigious in-
stitutions and galleries worldwide. 
In her eighth decade, she remains 
prolific as both a painter and a writ-
er.

The cover’s Green Earth paint-
ing celebrates dancing colour. One 
might ponder mapping, computer 
chips or kaleidoscopes with its 
overlapping squares — seemingly 
random, yet somehow organised — 
in patterns of Chiclet-sized pastels 

floating among deeper coloured, 
larger squares.

While perhaps facile, the compo-
sition prompted childhood memo-
ries of Lebanon and the iconic yel-
low Chiclets gum sold by the pair 
in small rectangular boxes. (Leb-
anese-American Helen Zughaib 
painted a pop-art style Chiclets 
box last year.) Four of Halaby’s 
paintings are reproduced in the 
journal, including Women with its 
fertile figures swirling in flame-like 
shades of orange, pink and yellow. 
Halaby writes that the most beau-
tiful attribute of abstraction is “its 
ability to imitate nature’s general 
principles rather than nature’s ap-
pearance… What I paint is an ab-
straction that describes the world.”

Asked why Mizna matters, Artis-
tic Director Lana Barkawi said: “For 
the Arab and Muslim community, 
it’s really empowering and soul-
gratifying to see some facet of the 
truth of your experience reflected 
on the pages — something we don’t 
see in mainstream American cul-
ture. Also, for those outside the 
community, Mizna fills a void for 
people who value literature to be 
able to read writing by Arab authors 
that is both strong and beautiful 
and coming from a different point 
of view. Reading this writing works 
to undo a lot of the stereotypes 
about Arabs and Arab-Americans.”

In spring 2015, Mizna launched a 
pilot programme called the Mizna 
Pages in a high school classroom in 
St Paul, Minnesota. Students read 
from past journals, with accom-
panying study guides that define 
terms and provide political and 

historical context.  Mizna hopes 
to receive renewed funding from 
state and regional arts councils to 
formalise and expand this teaching 
module.

Mizna is not just the journal. It 
is Minnesota-based non-profit arts 
organisation that promotes con-
temporary expressions of Arab-
American culture, including its 
own Twin Cities Arab Film Festival, 
which will include readings, perfor-
mances, art projects and communi-

ty events involving a diverse range 
of local, national and international 
Arab-American artists. The event is 
scheduled for November 5th-8th.

Mizna, Volume 16, Issue 1 is 63 
pages including notes and donor 
acknowledgement.  Mizna is avail-
able by subscription or by individu-
al issue at www.mizna.org.

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

Celebrating pen and brush
Mizna journal promotes contemporary 
expressions of Arab-American culture
Najwa Margaret Saad

Mizna front cover 2015

Mizna fills a void for 
people who value 
literature to be able 
to read writing by 
Arab authors

Arab-American 
writers are 
increasingly 
recognised and 
lauded

Casablanca

A documentary on 
Sahrawi separatists 
in Western Sahara 
aired by Iran’s sat-
ellite channel Press 

TV has raised tensions between 
the Islamic Republic and Morocco.

We Are Rebels: Western Sahara, 
which aired in August, questioned 
Morocco’s territorial sovereignty 
over the area.

Morocco annexed the former 
Spanish territory in 1975 and 
Polisario guerrillas took up arms 
to fight for an independent state 
until the United Nations brokered 
a ceasefire in 1991. Several rounds 
of talks between Morocco and 
Polisario to decide the fate of the 

vast desert territory since then 
have foundered in deadlock.

“Western Sahara, bordering Mo-
rocco, Algeria, Mauritania and the 
Atlantic Ocean, is the last remain-
ing colony in Africa still waiting 
for its independence,” the Press 
TV documentary said.

“Press TV has a clear position in 
favour of the Polisario Front and it 
is clearly shown in any of its pro-
grammes about the separatists,” 

said Ali Bahaijoub, a Moroccan 
expert on the Western Sahara is-
sue and author of Western Saha-
ran Conflict: Historical, Regional 

and International Dimensions. 
“They introduce Western Sahara 
as a sovereign state, which is con-
tradictory with the UN’s efforts to 
find a political settlement.” 

The documentary’s trailer, post-
ed on YouTube, mentions a 40-
year siege and a time bomb about 
to explode in the middle of the de-
sert, in reference to the separatists 
and land occupation. “Since when 
was Western Sahara ever a sover-
eign state?” asked Bahaijoub.

The Iranian embassy in Rabat 
downplayed the documentary, is-
suing a statement reiterating its 
position of establishing friendly 
ties with Morocco based on the 
mutual respect of unity, territorial 
sovereignty and non-interference 
in each other’s domestic affairs.

The embassy stressed that “the 
inaccurate questions provided 
in the said report reflect neither 
Iran’s viewpoints not its clear po-
sitions”.

Morocco Deputy Foreign Min-
ister Mbarka Bouaida summoned 
Iran’s charge d’affaires in July to 
strongly protest the publication 
by Iran’s Fars news agency, which 
has close ties to the Islamic Revo-
lutionary Guards Corps, of an arti-
cle accusing Morocco of being an 
agent of Israeli policy in the Mus-
lim world.

Morocco and Iran named new 
ambassadors to Tehran and Rabat 
in 2014 after five years of severed 
diplomatic ties after Morocco ac-
cused the Islamic Republic of in-
terfering in its affairs.

Saad Guerraoui

Iranian TV provokes row with Morocco over Sahara

We Are Rebels: 
Western Sahara 
questioned 
Morocco’s territorial 
sovereignty over the 
area

Press TV’s We are Rebels: Western Sahara media teaser.
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E 

gypt has failed to raise 
enough money to buy 
back an ancient statue 
from a museum in Eng-
land before a British gov-

ernment ban was due to expire 
stopping the artefact being shipped 
abroad to an anonymous buyer 
who paid nearly $24 million for it in 
July 2014.

The future of the 4,000-year-old 
statue — an exceptionally rare work 
depicting the royal scribe Sekhem-
ka and his wife Sitmerit — has been 
in question since Northampton 
Borough Council sold it at auction.

A temporary export ban imposed 
by the British Department of Cul-
ture, Media and Sport (DCMS) pre-
vented the delivery of the artefact, 
but the ban expired on August 28th. 
The buyer is now free to apply for 
an export licence for the work.

The Save Sekhemka group, 
which is lobbying for repatriation 
of the statue, called the sale a crime 
against humanity and a violation of 
international law.

“The authorities in charge of 
Northampton Museum have 
blocked the pharaonic civilisation 
from the eyes of the world by sell-
ing the statue,” the group said, call-
ing on international organisations 
to prevent the statue being passed 
into the hands of a private collector.

Egyptian Antiquities Minister 
Mamdouh al-Damati launched a 
campaign on August 22nd to col-
lect funds to acquire the statue. But 

according to Ali Ahmed, the head 
of the ministry’s department that 
works on recovering pieces smug-
gled out of Egypt, the money has 
not been raised.

“We are coordinating with the 
Foreign Ministry to stop the sale of 
the statue,” Ahmed said. “Our min-
istry has been fighting the sale of 
this sculpture since 2012.”

The British DCMS had previ-
ously said its export ban could be 
extended if “a serious intention to 
raise funds to purchase the statue is 
made before 28 August”. But asked 
whether the ban had indeed been 
extended, a spokeswoman for the 
department would only say a deci-
sion would be announced in due 
course.

The statue depicts Sekhemka 
sitting in a traditional scribal pose 
and holding on his knees a partially 
unrolled papyrus, listing various of-
ferings. He is named in an inscrip-
tion as “Inspector of Scribes in the 
House of Largesse, one revered 
before the Great God”. Sekhemka’s 
wife, Sitmerit, is shown sitting at 
his feet.

The statue arrived in the United 
Kingdom in 1850 after Spencer 
Compton, the second marquess of 
Northampton, found it in Egypt. It 
was later donated by his family to 
the Northampton Museum in about 
1870.

Northampton Borough Council 
sold the statue to fund an extension 
to the museum, but Arts Council 
England ruled the sale breached 
standards on how museums man-
age their collections and made it 
ineligible for a range of arts grants 
and funding. 

The Museums Association, the 
Art Fund and the International 
Council of Museums, as well as 
many Northampton residents also 

opposed the sale. British and Egyp-
tian campaigners have asked Brit-
ish Prime Minister David Cameron 
to stop the sale of the artefact.

At the time the statue was taken 
from out of Egypt, the country did 
not have laws banning the sale of 
artefacts. Wealthy Egyptians and 
foreign residents collected artefacts 
and even exchanged them as gifts.

Northampton Borough Council 
decided to sell the statue in 2012. 
Ahmed said his ministry tried to 
stop the sale, but was told the auc-
tion would go ahead because the 
museum had received the statue 
before Egypt had laws on the pro-
tection of antiquities.

The furore over the sale of the 
statue underscores one of Egypt’s 
most serious challenges: the ability 
of the country to protect its remain-
ing artefacts.

Ahmed noted there has been a 
“noticeable surge in the smuggling 
of ancient artefacts” out of Egypt 
since the January 2011 revolution 
which as well as ending the 30-year 
rule of Hosni Mubarak, led to the 
collapse of Egypt’s security system.

In the years since the revolution, 
some of Egypt’s museums — es-
pecially in southern Egypt — have 
been looted, Ahmed said, noting, 
however, that in 2014, the ministry 
managed to return some 717 arte-
facts that had been smuggled out of 
the country.

Nevertheless, the lack of artefact 
registration continues to be a ma-
jor problem preventing Egypt from 
protecting its heritage, according 

to Tarek Sayed Tawfik, the head of 
Cairo’s Central Egyptian Museum.

“This means that the government 
cannot protect the artefacts alone. 
Ordinary Egyptians must cooperate 
with the government to help it do 
this [by returning artefacts in their 
possession],” said Tawfik.

Before 1983, artefact explora-
tion and sales were not banned in 
Egypt. Some Egyptians kept statues 
and relics dating back thousands of 

years at their homes, which might 
explain how Sekhemka was taken 
from Egypt in the 19th century.

Adel Emam, an independent an-
tiquities expert, called for filing a 
lawsuit in British courts against the 
Northampton Museum.

“The museum has the right to 
exhibit the statue but not to sell it,” 
Emam said. “If it really is short of 
cash, it can sell some of the expen-
sive paintings it has.”

Egypt statue’s fate in limbo 
as UK export ban lapses
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Sekhemka on display in Sculpture Gallery, Northampton Museum 
1990s. 

The statue arrived in 
the United Kingdom 
in 1850

The lack of artefact 
registration 
continues to be a 
major problem

Beirut

T 

he collection of modern 
art in Lebanon has be-
come more accessible to 
art lovers sitting comfort-
ably at computer screens 

in their living rooms or cybercafé.
The Lebanese Ministry of Culture 

has launched the National Virtual 
Museum of Modern Art (NVMMA), 
featuring some 500 works by con-
temporary and older artists. 

The project was created in col-
laboration with experts from the 
Académie Libanaise des Beaux-Arts 
and Balamand University.

“The Ministry of Culture has been 
undertaking a number of projects 
to further promote the Lebanese 
fine arts and culture. Developing 
the National Museum of Modern 
Art Virtual website goes in line with 
that objective,” Minister of Culture 
Raymond Araiji said.

He said the Ministry of Culture 
has a huge art collection, part of 
which was displayed at the presi-
dential palace and at the govern-
ment seat in the Grand Serail.

“But a significant number of the 
paintings and sculptures remained 
undisplayed, which the ministry 
deemed that they should be shown 
to the public. To do so, meant build-
ing a museum, which in turn neces-
sitates a costly infrastructure. That 
is how the idea of a virtual museum 
saw the light,” Araiji said.

After downloading the free onsite 
programme needed to navigate the 
virtual museum, visitors can sur-
vey electronic reproductions of 
more than 500 artworks from the 
ministry’s 1,800-work collection 

in addition to archival footage and 
interviews from the artists whose 
works appear in the permanent col-
lection. Currently offered in Arabic, 
English and French, the website is 
to soon include a Spanish version.

Araiji highlighted the museum’s 
potential to make the art accessible 
on an international scale. “Not only 
would that grant the public the op-
portunity to have access to these 
otherwise inaccessible collections 
but also helps establish a national 
inventory of Lebanese contempo-
rary art,” he said.

“On the other hand, the Leba-
nese diaspora can also visit the 
website and gain insight into the 
evolution of the Lebanese fine arts 
movement and its journey,” Araiji 
added.

The project team leader, Saleh 
Barakat, owner of Agial Art Gallery, 
explained the content of the web-
site.

“The contemporary art scene 
is present and operating. What is 
missing is the historical part. For 
those who say ‘Why are you focus-
ing on the older people?’, it’s be-
cause the older people are not here 
anymore,” Barakat said.

“We are defending and preserv-
ing this memory because nobody 
else would have done it. Every con-
temporary artist has a website but 
who is defending Khalil Saleeby, 
Cesar Gemayel and Khalil Zgaib?”

A crucial first step, as Barakat as-
serted, was making an inventory.

“The government collection 
was bought directly from the art-
ists, which makes the authentica-
tion reference fantastic. The first 
part of the process was really to go 
throughout the inventory and ar-
chive every single piece. Now we 
know what we have, everything 

has an image and a label,” he said.
Barakat said artworks acquired 

before 1975 have been displayed 
as a first part of the project. “After 
1975 [outbreak of the 15-year civil 
war], there was no proper system 
of acquisition,” he said. “They 
started buying again after 1992 but 
the pieces needed to be filtered and 
revisited.”

Apart from the permanent collec-
tion, the virtual museum is to offer 
temporary exhibitions, one featur-
ing private collections of artworks 
and another dedicated to showcas-
ing the works of promising talents.

While no plans have been an-
nounced to erect actual National 
Museum space to house the collec-
tion, its virtual counterpart seems a 
step towards offering these works a 
chance to be seen across the world.

“The initiative is a great oppor-
tunity for a private-public partner-
ship. It is part of a buzz that is try-
ing to make Lebanon an interesting 
incubator for art,” Barakat said.

Michele El-mir, daughter of 
painter Michel El-mir, said she was 
delightfully surprised to see her fa-
ther’s works among the museum’s 
permanent collection.

“I am very happy to know that 
my father will have the chance to 
continue his road to fame and be 
known among people of all genera-
tions all those years after his death. 
The virtual museum is a great idea 
and it is a real pleasure to walk 
through.”

To visit the National Virtual Mu-
seum of Modern Art please go to 
http://www.artmodernemv.gov.lb/

Jimmy Dabbagh is a journalist 
based in Beirut and contributes 
cultural articles to The Arab 
Weekly.

Lebanon’s virtual museum makes art more accessible
Jimmy Dabbagh

(Photo: Save Sekhemka Action Group’s Facebook page)

Virtual Tours
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A mere 50-minute 
flight from Tunis, 
the island of Djerba 
has been a destina-
tion of charter flights 

from Europe for decades. A string of 
hotels along the zone touristique of 
the eastern coast play host to those 
who want to linger on the beach and 
be pampered in the many spas that 
provide Thalassotherapy at a frac-
tion of the cost of a European spa.

But the real charm of Djerba, that 
which remains from the pre-1960s 
before tourism found the island, 
can be located by those willing to 
explore the island’s interior. Few 
tourists take the initiative but, for 
those who do, what has always 
made Djerba a place distinct from 
the mainland can be found.

Djerba has well-paved roads that 
crisscross the island, in many cases 
skirting the island’s villages. Trav-
elling along the many secondary 
roads is where one starts to feel the 
physical attributes that remain from 
decades past.

Small sand dunes dotted with 
date palms and roads that are lit-
tle more than sand tracks buffered 
by cactus-lined sand walls lead to 
scenes of the island’s distinct blue-
and-white architecture with the 
domed cupolas marking the cen-

tre of each home. Homes expand 
horizontally, with families adding 
rooms as sons marry, a tradition 
that is followed throughout indig-
enous Tunisian society.

Travelling the interior provides 
an opportunity to see traditional 
Tunisian garments, still worn by 
the elder generation. The men wear 
three-quarter-length pants and 
brimmed straw hats while women 
wear white sefsaris with coloured 
scarves. A privately owned ethno-
graphic museum on the island’s 
southern sector in Guellala is well 
worth a visit. The museum is dedi-
cated to early Djerban life and in-
cludes vignettes that display the 
dress, the trades and the customs  
that are distinct to Djerba.

Djerba also represents an open-
ness that distinguishes Tunisia from 
elsewhere in the Arab world. The is-
land has two villages that were his-
torically populated entirely by Jews 
who trace their presence on the is-
land back more than 2,000 years. 
The Jewish population of these two 
villages is a fraction of what it once 
was but synagogues remain and in 
one of the villages, there is a youth-
ful, vibrant Jewish community 
with schools as well as numerous 
synagogues in daily use by the more 
than 1,000 Jews who remain.

Architecturally, the villages are 
outwardly indistinguishable from 
the island’s hundreds of other vil-
lages, though the dress of the el-
ders often marks them as Jews; the 
black band at the base of the three-
quarter-length pants, a symbol of 
mourning of the destruction of the 
second temple by Romans more 
than 2,000 years ago, is but one ex-
ample.

Throughout the island, again best 
seen by taking backroads, one can 
view a diversity of village mosque 
architecture not found anywhere 
else in Tunisia. This has been best 
documented by Stanley Hallet, an 
emeritus professor of architecture 
at Catholic University in Washing-

ton, who served with the US Peace 
Corps in the 1960s.

Admiring the tremendous archi-
tectural diversity of the island’s 
mosques, Hallet has taken students 
to Tunisia to do photographic and 
architectural rendering of the dis-
tinctive diversity found only on 
Djerba. His second book on the sub-
ject — The Mosques of Djerba — was 
published recently and serves as an 
important archive of what Djerba 
was long before tourism turned it 
into a destination for beach lovers.

No trip to Djerba is complete with-
out a visit to the island’s main mar-
ket town, Houmt Souk. A charming 
village filled with cafés and small 
shops, Houmt Souk remains the 
economic heartbeat outside of the 
island’s hotels.

An easy town to stroll through, it 
is possibly the best place in Tunisia 
for shopping, as handicrafts from 
throughout the country make their 
way to Houmt Souk. From ceram-
ics, carpets and jewellery, the choic-
es seem endless.

Within Houmt Souk’s jewellery 
market, one can find works that are 
distinctive to Djerba, with designs 
infusing doves, fish and other sym-
bols representing fertility and life, 
symbols shared by Jews and Mus-
lims. Djerba’s Jewish jewellers still 
maintain the craft and stalls in the 
souk and their clientele has long 
been locals from Djerba and the 
south who not only appreciated the 
aesthetics of the jewellery but also 
have held the Jewish merchants in 
high regards for their integrity.

Visiting Djerba provides a restful 
escape to enjoy the island’s sea-
side setting and spa amenities but 
exploring beyond the coastal strip 
is where visitors find the hidden 
charms of Djerba.

Jerry Sorkin has been involved 
in marketing and business 
development in Tunisia as well 
as other MENA countries with an 
emphasis on cultural tourism. He is 
founder and president of TunisUSA 
and Iconic Journeys Worldwide.

The multifaceted 
charm of Tunisia’s 
Djerba
Jerry Sorkin

There is a 
youthful, 
vibrant Jewish 
community with 
schools as well 
as numerous 
synagogues in 
daily use
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Djerba Festival

Marrakech: 
September 11th-13th

The Oasis Festival is a new 
event celebrating electronic 
music. It takes place in the 
Moroccan desert for three 
days of performances, 
including shows by Axel 
Boman, Danny Daze and 
Martin Roth.

Dubai: 
September 14th-20th

The eighth Dubai Inter-
national Dance Festival 
features performances, live 
entertainment, workshops, 
themed dance parties, 
dance competitions, in-
ternational guest DJs and 
more.

Beirut: 
September 17th-20th

The Beirut Art Fair pro-
vides space for artists 
and galleries to exhibit 
their work, be it painting, 
drawing, graphic design, 
installations pieces or 
performance, and to mingle 
with other artists from the 
Middle East, North Africa 
and South Asia. Interna-
tional exhibiting artists 
will represent all trends of 
current art.

Constantine, Algeria: 
through October 20th

In a tribute to Andalusian 
music, the Constantine 
Capital of Arab Culture 2015 
organises an exhibition 
titled Nouba of Constan-
tine. Every week during 
the event a different music 
master is celebrated and 
new works exhibited.

Aswan, Egypt: 
October 22nd

The Sun Festival at Abu 
Simbel sees people gather 
around the Abu Simbel 
temple, built along the Nile 
by Ramses II in 1250BC, to 
experience a unique sun-
rise. The temple is angled 
so that only twice a year 
— in February and October 
— on the birth anniversary 
and coronation of Ramses 
II, sunlight shines through, 
illuminating statues on the 
building’s back wall. After 
meditating and admiring 
the statues, people cel-
ebrate by enjoying food, 
dance and singing shows 
arranged by residents of the 
area.

London: 
October 20th-November 
8th 

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