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Civil war looms as ethnic tensions escalate in Turkey

Istanbul

E 

scalating ethnic tensions 
in Turkey following dead-
ly clashes in the Kurdish 
region triggered warnings 
that the country could be 

sliding towards a full-blown civil 
war.

Fighting between the outlawed 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) re-
bel group and security forces have 
left more than 100 soldiers and po-
lice officers as well as dozens of PKK 
fighters and civilians dead since late 
July. Ankara has responded with air 
strikes on PKK positions in south-
eastern Turkey and northern Iraq 
and large-scale military operations 
that included a week-long curfew in 
Cizre, a predominantly Kurdish city 
of 120,000 people near the Syrian 
border.

In what some observers see as an 
ominous sign, tensions are no long-
er limited to the battlefield but have 

started to affect society as a whole. 
Dozens of rallies by nationalist 
Turks have targeted the legal Kurd-
ish party, the Peoples’ Democratic 
Party (HDP), and ordinary Kurdish 
citizens.

A crowd of several hundred 
Turks, some armed with sticks and 
stones, tried to lynch eight Kurd-
ish construction workers in Bolu in 
north-western Turkey on Septem-
ber 14th. Reports said it took more 

than seven hours to disperse the 
mob and save the workers after the 
crowd set fire to the half-finished 
building where they were hiding. 
The incident began when national-
ists said the Kurds had insulted the 
Turkish flag.

 In an effort to calm the crowd, 
authorities took the father of a 
Turkish soldier killed by the PKK to 
the building site. “If we attack them 
and punish them ourselves, it will 
be civil war,” the father, Ahmet Te-
mel, said in a speech.

Temel’s is not the only one warn-
ing of large-scale civil strife. HDP co-
leader Figen Yuksekdag said there 
were more than 100 attacks on party 
offices around the country, in what 
she called a “dress rehearsal for a 

civil war”.Cem Ozdemir, leader of 
Germany’s Green Party and a politi-
cian of Turkish descent, said during 
a visit to south-eastern Turkey that 
there was a real danger the country 
could descend into civil war. “One 
has to be careful that things don’t 
go in that direction,” he said.

Critics accuse President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan of fanning tensions 
in the hope of winning back nation-
alist voters who deserted his Jus-
tice and Development Party (AKP) 
in elections in June, before new 
elections scheduled for November 
1st. Without naming Erdogan, col-
umnist Mehmet Yilmaz wrote in 
the Hurriyet daily that “politicians 
who become ever more belligerent 
and who accuse everyone who step 
in their way of being a ‘terrorist’ or 
of ‘supporting terrorism’” were re-
sponsible for the worsening situa-
tion.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Istanbul.

A protest in Ankara against the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), 
on September 13th.
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President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan of 
fanning tensions
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R 

ussia’s military interven-
tion in Syria, swelling by 
the day via an air bridge 
of giant An-124 Condor 
transport jets, indicates 

that Moscow is digging in for a long 
deployment to ensure the survival 
of President Bashar Assad’s brutal 
regime, even if that means the Syr-
ian dictator’s rule is reduced to a 
rump Alawite statelet.

That possibility appeared to draw 
nearer amid reports that the rebel 

Army of Islam has cut the stra-
tegic M5 highway that is the 

primary link between Damas-
cus and the stronghold of the 

Assad’s minority Awalite sect in 
north-western Syria, which Rus-

sia, aided by Iran, seems deter-
mined to hold.

This significant setback, on top 
of a recent string of battlefield de-
feats for the regime will heighten 
the strategic importance of the un-

precedented Russian intervention, 
which shows no sign of abating.

US officials say round-the-clock 
satellite imagery of the area around 
the Mediterranean port of Lata-
kia, linchpin of the Russian de-
ployment, shows two An-124 jets, 
which can carry 150 tons of cargo 
at a time, landing daily at the city’s 
Bassel al-Assad International Air-
port.

Russian naval landing craft have 
unloaded a squadron of at least 
seven T-90 battle tanks to protect 
operations extending the airport’s 
runways, along with the construc-
tion of a military control tower and 
prefabricated housing for 1,500 
personnel.

Along with the tanks, 35-plus 

BTR-82A fighting vehicles and 
heavy artillery, the Russian base is 
guarded by troops from the crack 
810th Marine Brigade and the 336th 
Guards Marine Brigade.

There are reports Moscow plans 
to deploy SA-22 air-defence missile 
systems as well to protect the ex-
panding airport base and the small 
Russian naval base at Tartus, south 
of Latakia.

Since the Syrian rebels do not 
have aircraft, Russia probably has 
its eye on possible US or Israeli in-
tervention. The tension will inten-
sify with live-fire naval exercises 
by a flotilla of the Russian Navy’s 
Black Sea Fleet that Moscow says 
will be held off Syria in the coming 
days.

As US and NATO concerns mount 
over the build-up in Syria, Russian 
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov on 
September 12th urged the United 
States to do nothing that could lead 
to “undesired, unintended inci-
dents”.

That gave weight to concerns 
the Syrian intervention could be 
the harbinger of the deployment of 

Russian combat troops to support 
Assad’s dwindling forces, as part of 
Putin’s drive to restore Moscow’s 
faded Cold War glory in the Middle 
East at US expense.

“That is unlikely,” observed the 
US-based global security consul-
tancy Stratfor. “It is more probable 
the Russians are limiting their di-
rect involvement.

“By establishing an airbase they 
are in a position to deliver substan-
tially greater supplies to Damascus’ 
forces, provide close air support as 
required and deploy more advisers 
and intelligence officers to embed 
with loyalist forces.”

Ultimately, Western leaders fear, 
the Russian involvement will bol-
ster Assad and make a negotiated 
settlement harder to achieve and 
intensify the flood of refugees that 
threatens to swamp Europe.

Ed Blanche is the Analysis section 
editor of The Arab Weekly. He has 
covered Middle Eastern affairs 
since 1967 and lives in Beirut.

Ed Blanche
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A Russian plane landing at the Syrian airport of the government-controlled coastal city of Latakia.
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Soleimani’s hand seen in 
Russia-Iran move on Syria

Beirut

T 

he key to what appears to 
be a joint Russian-Iranian 
intervention in Syria’s 
complex civil war, the 
most dangerous conflict 

to flay the Middle East in decades, 
probably lies in a July 24th meeting 
in Moscow between General Qas-
sem Soleimani, leader of Iran’s se-
cretive al-Quds Force, and Russian 
President Vladimir Putin.

In recent weeks, the Russians 
have deployed an advance force of 
advisers and engineers protected 
by a unit of 200 naval infantry in 
the north-western Syrian port of 
Latakia and the small naval base 
Russia has maintained at Tartus, 
80 kilometres to the south, since 
1971.

On one level, the mission seems 
to be to establish a Russian airbase 
in the region, one of the last strong-
holds of beleaguered Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar Assad, to ensure his 
survival. But it has wider geopoliti-
cal implications as it will give Mos-
cow a major military foothold in the 
Arab world and the eastern Medi-
terranean, where Putin has long 
sought to expand Russian power.

The Russians are building a base 
outside Latakia with a control 
tower and prefabricated housing 
that will eventually accommodate 
about 1,500 military personnel. 
They are also extending the runway 
to handle the giant Antonov An-124 
Condor transport jets and erecting 
hardened shelters for combat air-
craft and attack helicopters.

Diplomatic sources in the region 
report that Moscow is also sending 
advanced SA-22 air-defence missile 

systems to the burgeoning Russian 
enclave at Latakia, presumably to 
boost defences around the base be-
ing constructed at Bassel al-Assad 
airport just south of the port city.

Israeli military sources say Ira-
nian al-Quds Force combat units 
have arrived in Syria — for the first 
time — in what can only be a coor-
dinated joint operation with the 
Russians to prop up Assad’s belea-
guered regime, reeling after a series 
of battlefield defeats in a lengthy 
war in which more than 240,000 
people have been killed and 11 mil-
lion — about half Syria’s popula-
tion — have been driven from their 
homes.

This gives weight to the belief 
that the joint operation was ham-
mered out during a three-day late-
July visit to Moscow by Soleimani, 
who is the éminence grise behind 
Iran’s largely covert campaign to 
destabilise its Arab opponents in 
the Gulf and the Levant. He report-
edly talked with Putin and Russian 
Defence Minister Sergei Shoigu on 
July 24th.

The United States complained 
that Soleimani violated a UN travel 
ban by flying to Moscow. Russia is-
sued a limp denial on August 14th 
that there had been such a meeting, 
with Deputy Foreign Minister Ser-
gei Ryabkov saying Soleimani was 
not in Moscow “last week”. But the 
Iranians confirmed Soleimani was 
in Moscow in late July to discuss 
“regional and bilateral issues”.

The Russians have been tight-
lipped about their Syrian deploy-
ment, which is being tracked by 
US spy satellites. Moscow insisted 
the military equipment was to help 
Assad fight the Islamic State (ISIS) 
and other jihadists and that the de-
ployment was intended to provide 
relief for war refugees, even as the 
Russians deployed a squadron of at 
least seven T-90 battle tanks, 20-30 

BTR-82A fighting vehicles and ar-
tillery pieces delivered by landing 
craft around Latakia airport.

“The Russians and the Iranians 
reached a strategic decision: Make 
any effort necessary to preserve 
Assad’s seat of power, so that Syria 
may act as a barrier to prevent the 
spread of the Islamic State and 
Islamist-backed militias into the 
former Soviet Islamic republics,” 
observed veteran Israeli military 
commentator Alex Fishman of the 
Yedioth Ahronoth newspaper.

As the extent of the Russian de-
ployment in Syria has unfolded, 
there have been persistent reports 
that regular troops of al-Quds Force, 
the special forces wing of the Islam-
ic Revolutionary Guards Corps that 
conducts largely clandestine opera-
tions outside Iran, have also been 
deploying in Syria.

It is generally agreed that Assad 
controls less than one-fifth of Syr-
ian territory. The regime is relin-
quishing contested regions and fall-
ing back into areas his dwindling 
military, badly hit by combat losses 
and desertions that are impossible 
to make up, may be able to hold.

These are Damascus and its en-
virons, the Latakia coast and the 
north-western hinterland that is a 
stronghold of Assad’s minority Ala-
wites, a sect that is an offshoot of 
Shia Islam, and the western border 
with Lebanon, the base of the Shia 
Hezbollah movement that is help-
ing prop up what’s left of Assad’s 
power.

Further evidence of Russian-Ira-
nian cooperation to rescue Assad’s 
foundering regime is that after the 
United States persuaded Greece 
and Bulgaria to stop letting Russian 
transport jets use their airspace to 
reach Syria, Tehran agreed to let the 
Russian arms flights transit through 
Iranian airspace. So did Iraq, much 
to the dismay of the Americans.

Putin’s calculations in Syria

R
ussian President 
Vladimir Putin is 
running increased 
risks of clashes with 
the United States, 
Saudi Arabia, other 

major Muslim nations and Israel 
by intervening in Syria.

Although the move is being 
painted in the US media as reck-
less, meaningless and dangerous, 
Putin is making a rational calcula-
tion. And once again he has caught 
Obama administration policymak-
ers and Israeli Prime Minister Biny-
amin Netanyahu by surprise.

First, Putin is moving decisively 
to rescue the last Russian foothold 
in the Middle East and on the 
Mediterranean.

Russia is a country deeply con-
cerned with maintaining the status 
quo and preserving its increasingly 
challenged position in the world. 
That is a far cry from the revolu-
tionary communist ideology of the 
Khrushchev and Brezhnev eras 
that fantasised with perfect faith 

about toppling every Sunni Arab 

monarchy and emirate from the 
Atlantic to the Indian oceans.

Putin has every reason to be con-
cerned about stopping the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in its tracks. Russians 
fear a triumphant ISIS in Syria and 
Iraq would re-radicalise Chechens 
and other Muslim nationalities in 
Russia and set off a new wave of 
terror.

The fact that Putin made his 
decision in early September is 
significant, too. At the beginning 
of September Russians remember 
and grieve the 186 children killed 
by Chechen terrorists who had 
held them hostage during three 
days of terror at Beslan school in 
the Caucasus from September 1st 
to September 4th, 2004.

Putin has consistently worked 
to re-establish the standing and 
prestige of the Orthodox Christian 
Church in Russia. Traditionally, 
until the 1917 Bolshevik revolu-
tion, Russia took its role as the 
defender of Christians — especially 
Orthodox ones — across the Mid-
dle East very highly. Russia fought 
the 1853-56 Crimean War against 
Protestant England and Catholic 
France precisely over the issue 
of which Christian power should 
have the dominant role in protect-
ing holy sites and Christians in 
the old caliphate of the Ottoman 
empire.

Syria was about 10% Christian 
20 years ago; now its historic 
Christian communities, among the 

oldest in the world, are virtually 
extinct. Much as secular West-
erners may sneer, the motive of 
protecting and restoring what is 
left is also a factor in Moscow’s 
calculations.

Most of all, Syria represents Rus-
sia’s last foothold in the region and 
on the Mediterranean shore. And 
the Assad dynasty has been a loyal 
ally of both the Soviet Union and 
modern Russia. Russian policy-
makers feel a comparative loyalty 
to Damascus as the United States 
has felt for so many years to Tel 
Aviv.

The United States’ still-ascend-
ant neo-cons and neo-liberal 
hawks led by Susan Rice, Saman-
tha Powers and Victoria Nuland 
remain committed to their 21st-
century crusade of spreading secu-
lar democracy, peace and freedom 
Washington-style across the Mid-
dle East by fire, sword and drone — 
heedless of the tens of thousands 
of innocent civilians who get in the 
way of US friendly fire.

The neo-liberals, like the 
neo-cons before them, continue 
to grind up every pre-existing, 
previously stable government that 
stands in their way. The pattern 
of Iraq, Yemen, Egypt and Libya 
looked set to be repeated in Syria. 
Then Putin stepped in.

There is one more motive for 
Putin’s intervention: It is retalia-
tion for the continued, enormously 
dangerous US game of arming 

and training Ukraine troops and 
feeding the fires of anti-Russian 
prejudice both in Ukraine and in 
the United States.

Putin’s move to support Syrian 
President Bashar Assad is a strong 
signal to Washington that Rus-
sia is perfectly capable of striking 
back.

Initial reports suggest Putin’s 
decision to send aid and military 
advisers to Syria have prompted 
Washington to show it is prepared 
to cooperate with Russia over craft-
ing a compromise political solution 
for Syria.

The US government had shown it 
was prepared to outrage and ignore 
Russia by installing its favourites 
next door to Moscow in Ukraine. 
Putin is determined not to let them 
get away with it again in the Mid-
dle East.

From the Kremlin’s perspective  
the risks of intervening in Syria 
are far outweighed by the oppor-
tunities  and by the danger Russia 
believes it can prevent through its 
intervention.

One thing above all is clear. The 
Russians are back: They aren’t go-
ing away soon.

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
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Syria represents Russia’s 
last foothold in the region 
and on the Mediterranean 
shore

Ed Blanche
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Reaching out to Moscow. General Qassem Suleimani at a meeting 
in Tehran, on September 16, 2015.
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Not easy to tell who is fighting 
whom on Syria’s shifting front lines
Damascus

S 

yria is now dotted with 
more than 200 hotspots 
where forces loyal to Syr-
ian President Bashar Assad, 
backed by the pro-Iranian 

Lebanese Hezbollah, are pitted 
against rebels or armed groups bat-
tling each other.

Conflict zones constantly shift, 
with some fading away and others 
flaring up.

Fighting in the old city of Homs 
and adjacent Qusair, Qara, Nubuk, 
Deir Atiya and Rankous in the 
Qalamoun area, which raged early 
in the war, have receded. Other 
battlefields developed, such as the 
front in Daraya, on the southern 
outskirts of Damascus.

With such complexities, military 
analysts disagree over the number 
of fighting groups and armed mi-
litias. Some say there are as many 
as 1,000; others put the number at 
100. Many of the groups are small 
and function in local areas but a 
few have emerged as powerful with 
affiliates across Syria or alliances 
with groups that share similar agen-
das.

Here’s a review of the main front 
lines, where the most prominent 
armed groups are operating.

— Daraya proved to be among 
the most resilient and complex 
front lines, where fighters are en-
trenched in a maze of tunnels, mak-
ing it impossible for opposing forces 
to capture the city. The front line 
is manned by an estimated 1,500 
fighters from Ajnad al-Sham and a 
small number of jihadists loyal to 
al-Qaeda-linked al-Nusra Front.

“Daraya is still inhabited by a 
small number of civilians who are 
banned from leaving by the fighters. 
Attempts to besiege the city failed 
because of the network of tunnels 
that links it to the adjacent town 
of Moadamiya,” explained a Syrian 

military source who spoke on con-
dition of anonymity.

— Ghouta Sharqiya (eastern Gh-
outa), home to more than 15,000 
rebels controlling an area of 400 
square kilometres, is a direct threat 
to Damascus. At least 50 armed 
groups in the area operate under 
the umbrella of Jaysh al-Islam led 
by Zahran Alloush, a former Salafi 
prisoner whose Liwa al-Islam group 
is the most powerful.

Smaller groups, including Fajr al-
Islam Brigade, al-Nusra Front and 
Ajnad al-Sham Islamic Union, made 
up of 100-400 fighters, are present 
in Ghouta Sharqiya.

“The danger of this front, to the 
east of the capital, is because there 
is a large number of fighters pos-
sessing sophisticated weapons and 
are deployed in a large area with 
strategic depth into the Syrian de-
sert and to the border with Iraq and 
Jordan,” Islamic affairs expert Ab-
dallah Ali said.

— Khan esh Sheikh, 25 kilome-
tres west of Damascus, is the site of 
fierce battles that the Syrian Army 
sees as part of the bigger front of 
al-Quneitra. According to the Syrian 
military source, fighters in Khan esh 
Sheikh are estimated at 700. They 
belong to Aknaf Beit al-Maqdis, a 
Palestinian rebel group allied with 
the Muslim Brotherhood and the 
militant Palestinian Hamas.

“The number of fighters in Khan 
esh Sheikh is not big but they are us-
ing civilians as human shields and 
receive support mostly from Israel, 
through Mount Hermon,” the mili-
tary source said.

— In the adjacent Quneitra, clash-
es have been erupting in more than 
ten spots. Rebel groups allied to 
al-Nusra Front control 90% of the 
province, while government forces 
command the towns of al-Baath, 
Khan Arnaba and Hadar, which are 
within firing range. Ali estimated 
the number of rebel fighters ex-
ceeds 4,000, belonging to 11 differ-
ent groups.

— In Homs, Syria’s third largest 

city, front lines diminished, except 
in the southern neighbourhood of 
al-Waar, where several attempts to 
reach a ceasefire proved futile. An 
estimated 1,000 fighters from sev-
eral groups are entrenched in the 
area under the umbrella of Jaysh al-
Tawhid.

— In Palmyra, the rural Homs area 
is regarded as one of the fiercest 
and relentless battlefronts pitting 
regime forces against the diehard 
jihadists of the Islamic State (ISIS). 
Between May and August, the re-
gime suffered a series of painful de-
feats at the hands of the militants, 
losing control of the city and the 
adjacent towns of Sakha and Qary-
atain. The Syrian military source 
played down the threat that ISIS 
could pose on Homs after seizing 
Palmyra. He said: “ISIS’s expansion 
towards the city has become almost 
impossible after the Syrian Army, 
backed by the National Defence 
Forces, erected a robust resistance 
line in Tayfur airport some 60 kilo-
metres east of Homs.”

— Another major hotspot is Sahel 
al-Ghab, where the fronts of Idlib 
and rural Hama linked up when 
Jaysh al-Fateh, with 30,000 fight-
ers, captured Idlib last March.

— The battles for Sahel al-Ghab 
and in Latakia are crucial because 
they are expected to lead to radical 
changes on the ground, the Syrian 
military source said, adding that the 
Syrian Army is concentrating its ef-
forts on these two fronts located in 
a particularly difficult terrain.

— In the north-east, the military 
front in Aleppo is different from 
other spots. Battles have been rag-
ing between government forces and 
rebel groups on the one side and 
ISIS and units of the moderate op-
position on the other.

“The escalation between ISIS and 

opposition groups is definitely help-
ing the Syrian Army and the allied 
forces to resist, or at least maintain 
their positions without incurring 
losses or losing territory,” Ali said. 
He noted, however, that the crea-
tion of al-Jabha al-Shamiya, a coali-
tion of mostly Sunni Islamist rebels 
in Aleppo, bolstered the rebels with 
support from Turkey.

— The military fronts of Sweida, 
in the south, and Hasakah and Deir 
ez-Zor in the north and north-east, 
bear a common feature, notably 
the poor presence of army forces 
fighting against ISIS. “The task 
of fighting the jihadists is largely 
shouldered by the Kurdish People’s 
Protection Units (YPG) in Hasakah, 
Jaysh al-Ashaer, a coalition of lo-
cal tribes, in Deir ez-Zor, and the 
(Druze) National Defence units in 
Sweida,” Ali noted.

— The southern province of De-

raa, cradle of the first anti-regime 
demonstrations that evolved into 
full-fledged war, is another major 
front where fighting groups have 
joined forces under the banner 
of Jaysh al-Yarmouk. “More than 
50 smaller armed militias united 
within the framework of Jaysh al-
Yarmouk, with support from an 
operation room based inside Jor-
dan territory. The largest number 
of fighters come from local tribes, 
including al-Zobi, al-Moqdad and 
al-Sharif,” Ali pointed out.

— The coastal province of Latakia, 
home base of the Syrian president’s 
clan and a strategic manpower re-
serve for the regime forces, is a key 
target for the armed opposition. 
An estimated 900 opposition fight-
ers belonging to al-Nusra Front and 
Liwa Ahrar al-Sahel are deployed in 
15 towns and villages bordering Tur-
key, and are regularly targeted by 
Syrian air strikes, according to Ali.

Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based 
journalist and regular contributor 
to The Arab Weekly. He has been 
covering Syria since 1995.

Khalil Hamlo

Major front. A Free Syrian Army fighter moves in front of his fellow fighters in the western 
countryside of Deraa, Syria, last August.
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A 

uthorities in Saudi Ara-
bia sanctioned the Saudi 
Binladin Group, one of 
the region’s biggest con-
struction companies, 

holding it partially responsible for 
the deadly crane accident at the 
Grand Mosque in Mecca.

The government suspended the 
firm’s new contracts and banned its 
board of directors from travelling 
pending the results of an investiga-
tion into the accident, which resulted 
in the deaths of 111 worshippers and 
injured hundreds on September 
11th, about a week before the start 
of the annual haj pilgrimage.

Saudis, Iranians, Nigerians, Malay-
sians, Indonesians and Indians were 
among the dead. Images on social 
media showed police and bystand-
ers attending to numerous injured 
people lying in pools of blood on 
the mosque floor. Pictures on Saudi 
state television showed the crane’s 
metal boom smashed through what 
appeared to be the roof of the mosque.

According to a statement carried 
by the official Saudi Press Agency 
(SPA), King Salman bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud had reviewed the Accident 
Investigation Committee report that  
concluded there was an “absence 
of criminal suspicion” and that the 
main reason for the accident were 
strong winds coupled with the incor-
rect positioning of the crane.

“The position of the crane was in 
violation of operating instructions 
prepared by the manufacturer,” SPA 
said, adding there had been no 

response to several letters from 
concerned authorities about that 
crane and other ones.

The statement said a travel ban 
had been imposed on all members 
of the board of directors of Binladin 
Group and others connected with 
the project until the completion of 
the investigation.

King Salman said the families of 
those killed and injured in the crane 
collapse would be compensated. 
According to the Saudi monarch’s 
directives, families of the deceased 
and those seriously injured would 
receive $266,000, while those with 

minor injuries would receive $133,000.
“We will continue to do everything 

we can to serve the guests of the 
holy mosques,” the Saudi king said 
on his official Twitter account. “And 
we won’t hesitate to hold any delin-
quent accountable.”

The Binladin Group has yet to 
make a public statement addressing 
the investigation or the accident but 
an engineer for the group told Agence 
France-Presse that the crane had 
been installed in “an extremely 
professional way” with no technical 
issues related to it. “It was an act of 
God,” he said of the accident

The Binladin Group has worked 
on numerous high-profile projects 
within the kingdom, including the 
Grand Mosque in Mecca, the holiest 
site in Islam, and the huge Al-Faisaliah 
tower in Riyadh and King Abdulaziz 
International Airport in Jeddah.

The firm has been working for four 
years on a multi-billion-dollar, 
400,000-square-metre enlargement 
of the Grand Mosque to accommo-
date increasing numbers of pilgrims.

Saudi Binladin Group belongs to 
the family of the late al-Qaeda leader 
Osama bin Laden. The family dis-
owned the terrorist leader in 1994 

and his Saudi citizenship was revoked.
The incident in Mecca was the 

worst accident in close to a decade 
surrounding the haj. In 2006, more 
than 360 pilgrims died in a stampede 
at the desert plain of Mina, near 
Mecca. A crush of pilgrims two years 
earlier left 244 dead. The haj-related 
tragedy with the highest death toll 
was in 1990, when 1,426 pilgrims 
died in a stampede in an overcrowded 
pedestrian tunnel leading to holy 
sites in Mecca.

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

Binladin firm blamed in haj accident

Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud (2nd R), on September 12, at the scene where a crane collapsed into the Grand Mosque in the 
Muslim holy city of Mecca.

Mohammed Alkhereiji 

London

A 

s the Syrian refugee cri-
sis grows, international 
media and non-govern-
mental organisations 
(NGOs) have accused the 

oil-rich states that make up the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC) of not 
hosting any refugees.

GCC foreign ministers, following 
a September 15th meeting in Ri-

yadh, called for a worldwide effort 
to tackle the refugee crisis and to 
seek a political solution to the Syr-
ian conflict.

GCC ministers appealed to “the 
international community to as-
sume its responsibilities to help 
Syrian refugees” and stressed the 
GCC had accommodated “Syrian 
brothers, who are treated like resi-
dents and benefit from free health 
care, education and the right to 
work”, since the civil war began.

Since the heart-breaking image of 
toddler Aylan Kurdi dead on a Turk-

ish beach went viral and thousands 
of refugees have flocked to Europe, 
the plight of Syrians displaced by 
the long civil war has become a 
priority for the international com-
munity.

Due to the public outcry, a num-
ber of European leaders have sof-
tened their stance regarding the 
refugees. That includes British 
Prime Minister David Cameron, 
whose government announced that 
it would host 20,000 Syrian refu-
gees over the next five years.

Feeling unfairly labelled by me-

dia reports and statements by a 
number of global NGOs, the United 
Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia de-
fended their response to the Syrian 
refugee crisis, particularly with re-
gards to a report by Amnesty Inter-
national which singled out Qatar, 
UAE, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and Bah-
rain for “having offered zero reset-
tlement places to Syrian refugees”.

Mohammed Abu Asaker, the 
UAE-based spokesman for the UN 
High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR), confirmed there were 
Syrian refugees in the Gulf.

“There are thousands of Syrian 
refugees in the Gulf but we don’t 
know exactly how many,” Abu 
Asaker told The Arab Weekly. He 
said only the GCC governments 
could give an accurate estimate.

According to an Emirati govern-
ment statement, the UAE has ex-
tended residency permits to more 
than 100,000 Syrians who have 
entered the country since 2011 and 
that more than 242,000 Syrian na-
tionals currently live in the country.

“The UAE has made it one of its 
foreign policy priorities to address 
this issue in a sustainable and hu-
mane fashion together with its re-
gional and international partners,” 
the statement said.

Moreover, the UAE has provided 
more than $530 million in humani-
tarian aid and development assis-
tance in response to the Syrian cri-

sis since 2012. Part of that aid goes 
to fund the Mrajeeb al-Fhood refu-
gee camp in Jordan, which houses 
more than 4,000 refugees.

Saudi Arabia has hosted about 
2.5 million Syrians since the start of 
the civil war, according to its For-
eign Ministry, which emphasised 
that the kingdom does not consider 
the Syrians “refugees” and does not 
house them in camps to “ensure 
their dignity and safety”.

Syrians in Saudi Arabia have been 
granted legal residence permits, 
full freedom to travel inside the 
country and are allowed to study in 
Saudi schools as per an order issued 
in 2012 by the late King Abdullah 
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud.

The ministry revealed that 
100,000 Syrians are registered in 
public schools, all Syrians in the 
kingdom receive free medical treat-
ment and are allowed to work in 
the private sector like other expa-
triates.

Syrian National Coalition Am-
bassador to the Gulf Adib Shishakli 
said Saudi Arabia’s concern for the 
Syrian people’s cause is clear and 
can be seen in its provision of hu-
manitarian assistance to Syrian mi-
grants and refugees.

An anonymous Syrian wrote re-
cently in a Facebook post, “Saudi 
has no refugees but it hosts a mil-
lion Syrians on visitor visas, in 
addition to the Syrian residents, 
(and) they get their health care and 
schools, and in some cases their 
rents from charities.

According to the UN refugee 
agency, more than 4 million refu-
gees have fled Syria since 2011. 
Saudi Arabia and other GCC state 
are not signatories to the UN refu-
gee convention, which means that 
refugees living in the GCC are not 
classified as such.

GCC: International community needs to do more for refugees

United Arab Emirates Foreign Minister Affairs Sheikh Abdullah bin Zayed Al Nahyan (C) at the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC) meeting in Riyadh, on September 15, 2015.

GCC foreign 
ministers called for 
a worldwide effort to 
tackle the refugee 
crisis and to seek a 
political solution to 
the Syrian conflict

“The position of the 
crane was in 
violation of 
operating 
instructions 
prepared by the 
manufacturer”
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Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

E 

gyptian President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi assigned Pe-
troleum Minister Sherif Is-
mail to form a new govern-
ment, hours after Egypt’s 

cabinet submitted its resignation 
hard on the heels of a high-profile 
corruption case.

The case involves agriculture 
minister Salah Helal, who allegedly 
wanted kickbacks for easing the il-
legal acquisition by a businessman 
of a plot of state land. The case was 
the latest in a long series of finan-
cial corruption allegations that have 
damaged Egypt’s reputation and 
economy.

Corruption costs Egypt approxi-
mately $25 billion a year, according 
to the state-run Central Agency for 
Public Mobilisation and Statistics.

Helal, who took over the Agricul-
ture portfolio in March, was arrested 
September 7th, accused of demand-
ing a villa worth $1 million, clothes 
valued at $28,000 and about $1,750 
worth of food, allegedly to ease the 
acquisition by a businessman of 
2,559 acres of state land.

The minister’s office manager was 
also accused in the case along with 
a former Ministry of Culture media 
adviser, who allegedly played the 
mediator.

Two days before Helal’s case be-
came public, the head of a local anti-
corruption society was named in an 
investigation. Hamdi al-Fakharani, 
who was known for filing lawsuits 
against what he described as “cor-
rupt” firms and investors, allegedly 
accepted a bribe of $370,000 from 
a businessman. He was charged 
with demanding the payment in re-
turn for withdrawing a lawsuit filed 

against the businessman, challeng-
ing the acquisition of land in the 
southern province of Minya. 

“There is a lack of accountabil-
ity and sufficient supervision by the 
government,” Ain Shams Univer-
sity economics Professor Yumn al-
Hamaqi said. “There are too many 
supervisory agencies here but little 
do these agencies enforce the law or 

bring corrupt people to account.”
The investigation into Helal and 

his subsequent arrest were reported 
to have been ordered by Sisi, who 
has made it a goal to erase corrup-
tion from the government.

On September 13th, one day after 
the cabinet submitted its resigna-
tion, Sisi told university students in 
the eastern province of Suez that his 
administration would not allow any-
body to take a penny undeservedly.

The media reported that the Egyp-
tian president had asked Egyptian 
supervisory agencies to submit re-
ports about the financial integrity 
and the performance of senior gov-
ernment officials. 

Egypt launched an anti-corrup-
tion strategy in 2014 to halt alleged 
widespread administrative corrup-
tion and massive financial viola-
tions. The Central Auditing Agency, 
Egypt’s highest supervisory author-
ity, said there is a new case of cor-
ruption every 1.5 minutes in the 
country. According to Transparency 
International, increasing levels of 
corruption have bolstered Egypt’s 
informal economy to the point that 
it accounts for almost 70% of the 
economy.

In 2014, Egypt ranked 94th out of 
175 countries assessed by Transpar-
ency International’s corruption per-
ceptions index with a score of 37 (0 
represents highly corrupt and 100 

means little corruption). The coun-
try had a slight increase in its score 
compared to previous years.

The World Bank’s 2014 World 
Governance Indicators, however, 
show a decline in all Egyptian gov-
ernance areas examined on account-
ability with a percentile rank of 32 
with regard to control of corruption 
(compared to 41 in 2009), 34 for the 
rule of law (54 in 2009), 20 for gov-
ernment effectiveness (47 in 2009) 
and 26 for regulatory quality (47 in 
2009).

As Egypt tries to rebuild itself and 
turn a page on political and security 
turmoil, experts fear rampant cor-
ruption could scare investors away.

“Investors cannot come to a coun-
try where corrupt people are out 
there waiting to share profits with 

them,” economist Mukhtar al-Sher-
if said. “Corruption actually kills 
investments and reduces to zero 
countries’ competitive edge as in-
vestment magnets.”

The 2015 Heritage Foundation In-
dex of Economic Freedom said cor-
ruption poses a serious problem to 
the Egyptian economy, with “free-
dom from corruption” being the 
area in which the country receives 
its poorest score (32 on a scale from 
0-100).

The World Economic Forum and 
The International Finance Corpora-
tion/World Bank also point to cor-
ruption impeding business in Egypt. 
The survey for the World Economic 
Forum’s 2014-15 Global Competi-
tiveness Report indicates that cor-
ruption is the fifth biggest obstacle 

for doing business in Egypt.
Khaled Salah, a TV host, said al-

most all businessmen he had met 
recently told him they had been 
asked to pay some form of bribery 
to have paperwork finalised at state 
institutions. This is why experts 
such as Hamaqi said Egypt has no 
time to waste in the fight against 
corruption. “Supervisory agencies 
must work harder, the government 
must pick people for top jobs very 
carefully and punishment must be 
toughened in corruption cases,” 
Hamaqi said. “We are late already 
and we have to act now if we really 
want to save our country from this 
phenomenon.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher is an Egyptian 
journalist based in Cairo.

Corruption costs Egypt $25 billion a year

Under a cloud. Egypt’s agriculture minister, Salah Helal, was arrested in Cairo on September 7, 2015 
after resigning in connection with a corruption probe.

The Nile, a vital source of water, turns into source of disease

Cairo

T 

he Nile river, which me-
anders from southern 
Egypt to the Mediterra-
nean, has always been a 
lifeline for the country of 

almost 90 million people. It is, how-
ever, becoming a source of death 
and disease.

Pollution is turning the Nile, 
which provides Egypt with almost 
all its water needs, into a scourge.

Around 4.5 million tons of pol-
lutants, which include untreated or 
partially treated industrial waste, 
agricultural waste and sewage, flow 
into the Nile every year, according 
to the Egyptian Organisation for 
Human Rights. 

Almost half of Egypt’s popula-
tion drinks water either polluted 
or unfit for human consumption, 

the organisation said in a recent  
report.

“It gives me pain to say that we as 
a people do not have any respect for 
this great river,” water expert Ma-
ghawri Diab said. “We have turned 
the river into a major basket for our 
trash.”

Egyptians use the Nile for almost 
every purpose. Apart from drinking 
and irrigating agricultural fields, 
they use the Nile to bathe, clean 
clothes, wash pots and dishes, dis-
pose of rubbish and toss away dead 
donkeys, dogs and cows. Some 
canals across the Nile delta have 
turned into rubbish dumps, where 
residents from nearby villages 
throw unwanted things. The sight 
of an Egyptian throwing a pile of 
papers or food into the river is com-
mon.

Hundreds of factories — some 
owned by the government — dis-
charge waste, which often include 
dangerous chemicals, into the river. 

The residents of river islands also 
throw waste, including sewage and 
garbage, into the water.

Egypt now must deal with the 
ramifications of its neglect of the 
river. These consequences include 
a surge in terminal diseases, such 
as cancer and kidney failure.

“The links between water pol-
lution and kidney failure and liver 
diseases are undisputable,” said 
Mohamed Fathi, an internal medi-
cine specialist from Ain Shams Uni-
versity. “Polluted water also causes 
cancer.”

Egyptians have to use a filter to 
make drinking water safer, usher-

ing in a lucrative business for im-
porters and manufacturers. More 
and more Egyptians abstain from 
drinking tap water or using it in 
cooking. Nevertheless, they are ex-
posed to pollutants from the water 
when they eat vegetables sold in 
local markets, most of which were 
grown in fields irrigated with sew-
age water or containing chemical 
residues.

Egypt, which receives 55 billion 
cubic metres of water from the riv-
er every year, needs 74 billion cu-
bic meters of water a year to meet 
the needs of its people. Diab says 
the country loses at least 15 billion 
cubic metres of water each year be-
cause of pollution.

Other experts say pollution costs 
Egypt up to 6% of its national in-
come through money spent on wa-
ter purification and treating diseas-
es caused by contaminated water.

According to environmental ex-
pert Khaled al-Qadi, from Helwan 

University, 40% of the water and 
more than half the fish in the Nile 
are not fit for human consumption. 
The lack of official deterrence is 
one reason the Nile is so polluted. 
A person, factory or industrial or 
agricultural institution that throws 
waste into the river is fined no more 
than 200 Egyptian pounds — about 
$25.

Six government bodies, including 
the Irrigation Ministry and the Ag-
riculture Ministry, are responsible 
for the protection of the Nile from 
pollution and other violations. All 
the agencies end up depending on 
each other and not doing anything, 
experts say.

“This is why it is important that 
only one agency becomes respon-
sible for carrying out this job,” en-
vironmental expert Ahmed Abdel 
Wahab said. “Water pollution is 
originally a problem of the lack of 
supervision and action.”

The government recently de-
cided to take action against Nile 
violators. On September 7th, the 
Ministry of Environment said that 
it would close factories that dis-
charge waste into the Nile after Oc-
tober 31st. The ministry also said 
that it had summoned the heads 
of seven major sugar factories that 
discharge drainage into the Nile to 
discuss plans to end that pollution. 
However, experts such as Diab, who 
heads local non-governmental or-
ganisation Nile Water Society, say 
the measures are far from enough.

“There can be no life in this coun-
try without this river,” Diab said. 
“This is why we must do every-
thing to protect it, from toughening 
penalties for violators to imposing 
strict supervision.”Hundreds of factories discharge their wastes into the Nile river in Giza province on a daily basis.

Hassan Abdel Zaher
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the Agriculture 
portfolio in March, 
was arrested 
September 7th
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strategy in 2014 to 
halt alleged 
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administrative 
corruption
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Opinion

I
t is no surprise that war and unrest are scaring off tourists 
from the Middle East and North Africa.

As incidents in Tunisia and Egypt in particular have shown, 
jihadists are intentionally targeting Western tourists in a bid 
to cripple local economies and destroy economic and cultural 
ties between the Arab world and the West.

Islamic State (ISIS) extremists have also set about destroy-
ing ancient monuments in Iraq and Syria that have not only 

attracted tourists for decades but also embody the cultural heritage 
shared by the Middle East and the West.

The killing of 20 foreign tourists at the Bardo Museum in March and 
38 others at the beach resort of Sousse in June has badly hurt the Tu-
nisian tourism sector, which accounts for 7% of gross national product 
and provides 400,000 badly needed jobs. Visitor numbers to Tunisia 
were down 1 million from January till September this year, 25% fewer 
than in 2014.

In Egypt, terrorist attacks not only in the Sinai Desert but also in the 
capital Cairo have fed fears that the country’s tourism sector may not 
bounce back to levels seen before the 2011 uprising touched off a wave 
of instability.

Egypt’s tourism sector had been on the rebound. The number of 
tourists visiting Egypt dropped from 14.7 million in 2010 to 9.3 million 
in 2013 but improved to nearly 10 million in 2014 and was expected to 
reach 11 million this year.

But the killing of eight Mexican tourists, mistaken for terrorists by 
the Egyptian Army in the Western Desert on September 13th, will not 
help.

Other countries in the Middle East and North Africa have faced fall-
out from terrorist attacks and the horrific violence of Syria’s civil war. 
The number of European tourists visiting Jordan, a neighbour of Syria, 
was down 27% in the first quarter of 2015.

Escalating tensions in Turkey led the US government to issue a travel 
warning and cruise ships no longer dock in Istanbul. Turkey’s tourism 
revenues dropped nearly 14% in the second quarter of 2015 compared 
to the same period a year earlier.

Even in Lebanon, as reported in this issue, ongoing unrest is ex-
pected to dent the tourism sector, according to Moody’s rating agency. 
Bahrain, Kuwait and Saudi Arabia, where many of Lebanon’s tourists 
traditionally come from, have all issued travel warnings.

The economic stakes are also high at a time when most countries of 
the region cannot afford to lose the hard currency revenues and the 
job opportunities provided by tourism. According to the World Travel 
and Tourism Council, the total direct and indirect contributions of 
travel and tourism activities to the gross domestic product (GDP) of 
Middle East countries amounted to 7.4% in 2014. Tourism and travel 
accounted for almost the same percentage in terms of contributions to 
employment in the region. For North Africa, the percentages are more 
than 11%.

Countries in the region face a serious image problem but marketing 
strategies alone will do little to help if stability and security are not 
ensured.

The lives of people are at stake and the safety of travellers should be 
the paramount consideration. For tourism to continue, sound secu-
rity policies and efficient international cooperation are needed. This 
includes continuous review of travel warnings by Western nations to 
check whether countries of the region are offering safer conditions for 
travel. Tourism can ultimately be one of the main engines of growth in 
the region.

Tourism is another 
casualty of insecurity in 
the Arab world

Editorial

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Libya can be stable and 
prosperous, not a source 
of threats to the world

L 

ibya is at a crossroads 
where it will have to 
choose between falling 
into deeper chaos or 
pulling itself together 
and starting a process 

of reconciliation and nation-build-
ing.

Pursuing the path of utter 
polarisation and armed strife will 
turn this once peaceful North 
African nation into a major hub of 
international terrorism and other 
threats, including illegal migration 
and arms and drug trafficking. The 
current deleterious situation has 
offered al-Qaeda and Islamic State 
(ISIS) militants a propitious 
climate to ratchet up the level of 
death and destruction in Libya to 
an unprecedented level.

The threats hanging over Libya 
justify the concerns of the interna-
tional community. Most Libyans 
are aware of the dangers, but as 
they try to snap off the current 
mode of civil strife, they find a 
country that is handicapped by the 
legacy of a previous regime, which 
for four decades failed to build 
viable institutions that could have 
served as a base for a modern 
state.

We Libyans have inherited a 
country with no legitimate 
institutions and no democratic 
culture. We have had no real 
experience in peacefully bridging 
political differences. Divergent 
stands are often perceived in 
terms of tribal and personal 
grievances. Compromise is not yet 
the established mode of conflict 
settlement.

Another complicating factor has 
been the lack of exit strategy after 
the NATO-led military interven-
tion of 2011. Libyans were left on 
their own to deal with collapsed 
security and defence institutions. 
The ensuing power vacuum 
combined with the proliferation of 
weapons led to the emergence of 
many armed actors with no stake 
in stability.

The endemic violence and deep 
divisions plaguing 
political institutions have 
made Libya a nearly failed 
state. On the one hand, the 
interim government and 
the elected parliament 
have the needed legiti-
macy to govern, as they 
enjoy national and 
international recognition. 

However, they do not wield 
the effective means of exercising 
power so they are not really able to 
rule. On the other hand, armed 
militias, which do not have 

legitimacy to govern, are in control 
of Tripoli and other regions.

In the middle of the chaos, one 
should not lose sight of Libya’s 
potential assets. Libya has an 
exceptional geographic location 
that, through the ages, has allowed 
business and trade activities there 
to thrive. Libya’s vast territory is 
rich in natural resources and not 
just oil and gas. Hydrocarbon 
resources have not been even fully 
explored. There are indications of 
the existence of various minerals 
that could be the basis of indus-
trial activities to be developed in 
collaboration with international 
partners.

Socially and culturally, Libya is a 
homogeneous nation. The over-
whelming majority of Libyans 
adhere to the Maliki-Sunni 
doctrine, a moderate branch of 
Islam. The small ethnic groups, 
such as the Tamazighs and 
Tuaregs, are fully integrated into 
the social fabric.

Of course there will be need for 
rehabilitation and training of 
Libyan human resources once we 
get into the business of rebuilding, 
but the high percentage of Libyans 
with educational and vocational 
training should make this task 
highly manageable.

A unity government could enjoy 
both legitimacy and effective 
power. Such a government should 
remain above ideological and 
tribal differences. It should lay the 
groundwork for the adoption of a 
new constitution and the estab-
lishment of permanent institu-
tions.

Another priority would be to 
work for national reconciliation 
between all Libyans, including 
members of the former regime. 
The process should obviously not 
include elements who are guilty of 
violent crimes or abuse of public 
funds, but should include the 
technocrats whose experience and 
competence could be of tremen-
dous benefit to Libya.

If Libyans close ranks and 
overcome their differences, they 
can start building a new nation 
that is at peace with itself and with 
others. They need the help of their 
neighbours and international 
partners to undertake this huge 
task, but the essential responsibil-
ity will be theirs to assume. I have 
no doubt they will. They have 
waited for more than four decades 
for this opportunity.

Mustafa Salheen el-Huni is the 
former first vice-president of the 
Libyan transitional council.

Mustafa Salheen el-Huni

A unity government 
could enjoy both 
legitimacy and 
effective power
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Europe is trying to mask its fears

T 

he European Union 
has postponed the 
discussion — and its 
dithering — on sharing 
the refugee influx. 
Don’t hold your 

breath. Europe is scared out of its 
wits at the prospect of distribut-
ing 160,000 foreigners, mainly 
from Syria, evenly across the 
continent. It is also deeply 
conscious that it must mask its 
terror from the watching world.

Why?

This is a continent that experi-
enced the Age of Reason some 300 
years ago. It can do the maths. 
There are just 4 million Syrians 
haemorrhaging from their kill 
zone of a country. That’s a bit 
more than one-quarter of the 15 

million who fled Europe’s 
bloodshed and barbarity 
70 years ago. Not all of 
those 4 million fleeing 
Syrians are headed for 
Europe and, even if they 
were, it would be a 
relatively small number 
to absorb into the Euro-
pean Union’s population 
of 500 million if they were 
evenly distributed.

The majority of Syria’s dis-
placed remain in their geographi-
cal neighbourhood — Lebanon, 

Jordan, Iraq and Turkey — but 
without the protection (and 
crucially, the papers) that enable 
them to work, live decently and 
rebuild their shattered world. 
Europe, in contrast, represents, as 
European Commission President 
Jean-Claude Juncker declared, “a 
beacon of hope… That is some-
thing to be proud of and not 
something to fear.”

But they do fear. Deeply and 
truly. The 15 million refugees after 
the second world war were 
European. And, for the most part, 
Christian. Not so the Syrians.

Hence the new border controls 
and barbed-wire box cars. The 
talk of “sanctions” by some EU 
countries against those that 
refuse to accept refugees. By 
September 15th, when it was clear 
there would be no agreement on 
distribution, with Central and 
Eastern Europeans particularly 
obdurate, five countries re-intro-
duced border checks.

Each had different reasons: Ger-
many because it could not take in 
everyone and wanted other 
countries to share the burden; the 
Netherlands was driven to follow 
Germany; Austria because it was 
wary of the thousands being 
transported to its border by 
Hungary by train; the Czech 
Republic and Slovakia because 
they oppose compulsory refugee 

quotas. Legally, this overriding of 
the Schengen agreement, which 
proudly abolished internal 
borders and passport controls for 
26 participating countries, can 
last ten weeks.

What will happen after that?

Malik Azmani, a Dutch parlia-
mentarian of Moroccan descent, 
may have called it. If Europe 
cannot find a solution, he says, 
and borders remain closed, “then 
it becomes an every man for 
himself kind of Europe,” he said. 
Not really a European Union at 
all.

Or as Juncker, in a State of the 
Union address September 9th, 
lamented: “There is not enough 
Europe in this union. And there is 
not enough union in this union.”

This is hardly surprising. The 
refugee issue is deeply polarising 
and every country is acutely 
conscious of its limitations and 
capabilities. 

As Romanian President Klaus 
Iohannis explained, his country is 
not “xenophobic, autistic or sepa-
ratist”, just unable to absorb large 
numbers of migrants. He added 
that it wasn’t hard to find shelter 
for migrants; it was just hard to 
integrate them.

Romania’s perspective is 
interesting and illustrative of 

some of the problems thrown up 
by the refugee crisis. It has said it 
can take 1,785 migrants; the 
European Union wants it to take 
in an extra 4,650 people. It knows 
it can’t cope. Is it wrong to 
acknowledge that?

Who, in Europe, can cope? Can 
Germany? For all its stated 
generosity, the smiling initial 
welcome and the Arabic-language 
refugee guides helpfully printed 
by its tabloid newspapers, 
Germany’s Turkish issue remains 
a conundrum.

 Decades after the large-scale 
migration of Turkish guest 
workers, they are perceived, as 
historian Klaus J. Bade wrote in 
Migration in European History, by 
some to be the “’most foreign’ 
group in Germany”.

Unlike the United States, most 
European countries do not have 
the mechanisms and cultural 
filters that allow for the easy 
eliding of differences and the 
enforced absorption of newcom-
ers. It will take time to create the 
habit of acceptance. Unfortu-
nately, time is a luxury Europe 
can ill-afford.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is an 
itinerant commentator on world 
affairs. She blogs at www.
rashmee.com and is 
on Twitter: @rashmeerl.

Rashmee Roshan Lall

Every country is 
acutely conscious of 
its limitations and 
capabilities

T 

he world has finally 
woken up to a reality 
that the Middle East 
has been living 
through for four years. 
The unbearably tragic 

picture of a Syrian toddler face 
down on a beach in Turkey has 
driven home the tragic fate of 
millions of refugees fleeing the 
unspeakable violence caused by 
the Syrian war. It is a crisis of 
civilisation and humanity.

When violence in Syria erupted, 
some Syrians moved from their 
country to neighbouring lands, 
mainly to Jordan and Lebanon, 
two countries with their own 
economic, demographic, social 
and political woes. These two 
countries have made the incred-
ibly bold decision to not turn 
away. Neither country has signed 
the Geneva Convention on 
refugees but both are abiding by 
it.

Lebanon, for example, a 
country of 4.2 million, has 
received and sheltered close to 1.5 
million refugees — more than a 
quarter of its population. This is 
unthinkable anywhere else. It’s a 
decision that has provoked what is 
possibly an irreversible shift in 
this delicate country’s social 
balance.

The same openness and 
generosity go for Jordan.

One pauses to think, therefore, 
about the public turmoil that a 
few thousand refugees have 
provoked in rich and vast Europe.

But now the question is: What 
can be done?

Conflict, violence and interna-
tional sanctions have not allowed 
the World Bank to engage in Syria. 
We have, however, been focusing 
on the mitigation of the impact of 
the war on host countries, 

primarily Lebanon and 
Jordan. We have devel-
oped analytical tools to 
measure the effects of the 
Syria situation on the two 
countries.

We have engaged in 
emergency operations to 
reduce the adverse effects 
of the crisis, such as 
establishing financing 

mechanisms and rapid responses 
to help municipalities cope with 
the additional pressure on 
infrastructure. We supported the 
host governments allowing 

refugee children access to schools 
and education and so that health 
care facilities could keep serving 
citizens and refugees alike. We 
have expanded existing poverty-
targeting programmes to include 
communities that are hosting 
Syrian refugees.

Our work has complemented 
that of UN humanitarian agencies 
and other donors and has offered 
a new dimension to the interna-
tional community’s approach, 
enlarging the discussion from a 
purely humanitarian one — 
addressing the needs and chal-
lenges of the refugees — to one 
that takes the plight of the host 
communities very much onboard. 
The world has moved from a 
purely humanitarian approach to 
one that stresses resilience and 
development.

At the beginning of the Syrian 
crisis, the refugees were wel-
comed in Lebanon and Jordan. 
Their numbers were relatively 
small and they did not present an 
immediate challenge. There was a 
solid sense of solidarity. With 
time, however, and with the 
growing number of refugees, the 
interaction between the host and 
refugee communities became 
more difficult.

Looking ahead, we will need to 
focus on maintaining social 
cohesion to ensure smooth 
co-existence between refugee 
populations and host communi-
ties.

The situation in Syria has 
deteriorated and is so complex 
that no one can predict when the 
conflict will end or when the 
refugees will be able to return. 
Interna-
tional 
experi-
ence 

shows that refugees fleeing 
conflict spend an average of 17 
years before starting to return 
home in small numbers. Some 
never leave their host countries. 
The prospect of this becoming 
reality is starting to trickle down 
into the discourse of policymakers 
in Jordan and in Lebanon.

In Jordan, Syrian refugees are 
not just settled in camps — the 
Zaatari camp being the most 
well-known — but are spread 
throughout the country. Syrians 
in northern Jordan are starting 
micro and small businesses, 
allowing them to subsist and 
contribute to an interesting 
economic dynamic. 

The same can be witnessed in 
Lebanon with the pressure the 
refugee influx is putting on the 
labour market, housing and basic 
services. Could we be so bold as to 
observe that the incremental 
weaving of refugees into the 
economic fabric of both countries 
could lead to the transition of 
“refugees as a liability to refugees 
as an asset”? From a purely 
economic point of view, possibly.

But other considerations are to 
be looked at, which makes the 
situation more complex.

The fact remains that these 
countries are hosting dramatic 
numbers of refugees — potentially 
altering an already delicate 
political and social balance and 
threatening to reverse hard-won 
development achieve-
ments — and they are 
not supported in a way 
commensurate with 
the immediate 
needs of their 
tremendous 

effort to alleviate the plight of 
human beings fleeing a brutal war. 
Think about it: By welcoming the 
refugees, these countries are 
providing the international 
community a generous public 
good. And we are asking them to 
pay for it. The World Bank and 
other donors and partners should 
think seriously about identifying 
new, creative financing schemes 
for these middle-income coun-
tries to cope with such crises and 
manage their own development 
agendas at the same time.

Let’s remember that the refugee 
crisis that we see in horror on the 
nightly news has been unfolding 
for years in the Middle East. 
Countries that have experienced 
their own conflicts are now in 
unsustainable situations as they 
cope with the consequences of 
this war.

It is time for Europe, and indeed 
the world, to pay much closer 
attention, lest they see this wreck 
drift towards their shores. 
Working to settle the conflict in 
Syria and helping the host 
countries are the only ways to first 
contain and then resolve this 
human tragedy.

Ferid Belhaj is the World Bank 
country director for Iran, Iraq, 
Jordan, Lebanon and Syria.

Ferid Belhaj

It is a crisis of 
civilisation and 
humanity

Syrian refugee crisis has been unfolding for years

British Prime Minister David Cameron meets a Syrian refugee family in a settlement camp in the 
Bekaa valley in Lebanon, on September 14, 2015.
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Gregory Aftandilian

Washington

U 

S policymakers are 
largely pursuing the 
same policies in Iraq 
that they have been un-
dertaking for the past 

year and the results are mixed. 
Although the Islamic State (ISIS) 
advance has been stopped and the 
Iraqi government has retaken some 
territory, ISIS remains entrenched 
in most Sunni areas of the country.

The United States is hoping the 
regular Iraqi military, despite its 
problematic record, will be the 
chief force taking the fight to ISIS 
and continues to train it but reali-
ties on the ground show that the 
Kurdish and Shia militias are much 
more effective.

The mobilisation of Shia militia 
groups, along with US and coali-
tion air strikes, was instrumental 
in checking the advance of ISIS 
(saving Baghdad) and were effec-
tive in retaking Tikrit. 

This combination of forces and 
capabilities made up for the dismal 
performance of the regular Iraqi 
Army in 2014, when it abandoned 
its positions along with hundreds 
of millions of dollars of US military 
equipment in the wake of ISIS’s 
rapid advance.

However, the United States re-
mains skittish about cooperating 
with some Shia militias because 
of their close ties to Iran’s al-Quds 
force, an arm of Iran’s Islamic Rev-
olutionary Guards Corps’ intelli-

gence directorate.
In the north, the United States 

is working more openly with the 
Kurdish peshmerga forces, which, 
after initial setbacks, have retaken 
villages outside of Kirkuk, a mixed 
Kurdish-Arab city that the Kurds 
seized in 2014. But relying on the 
Kurds to be the spearhead of an 
offensive against ISIS is full of dif-
ficulties because the Kurds are 
reluctant to insert themselves into 
predominantly Arab areas, such as 
Mosul.

Hence, the United States is de-
voting attention and resources to 
retraining the regular Iraqi Army, 
which has an added benefit of 
showing Iraqi authorities that 
Washington is still supporting the 

concept of a unified Iraq. The prob-
lem is that the regular army is be-
set by nepotism, weak leadership 
and sectarian bias, according to 
sources in Washington. Whether 
the army can reconstitute itself 
into an effective fighting force re-
mains an open question.

Even the Iraqi Ministry of De-
fence is not relying on the regular 
army exclusively and counts on 
Shia militias as a part of its overall 
force structure.

Given these realities, the United 
States is attempting to parse out 
the “good versus the bad” Shia 
militias — the former being those 
without strong Iranian ties where-
as some of the latter take direct 
orders from Iranian al-Quds com-

manders.
The dilemma for the United 

States is that the so-called bad mi-
litias are the most effective fighting 
forces, according to Washington 
sources. Indeed, it was these mili-
tias who led the ground offensive 
against Tikrit.

Because the Republican-con-
trolled US Congress is in no mood 
to help advance Iranian interests 
in Iraq — especially in the wake of 
its failure to block the Iran nuclear 
deal — President Barack Obama’s 
administration will have to tread 
carefully on helping Shia militias, 
even if it is just with air support.

On the other hand, many mem-
bers of Congress want the admin-
istration to do more to assist Iraqi 
Kurds militarily. The US Senate 
version of the fiscal year 2016 for-
eign aid bill directs the administra-
tion to provide military aid directly 
to the Kurdish Regional Govern-
ment’s security services, while the 
House of Representatives calls on 
the US secretary of State to work 
with the Iraqi government “to 
ensure that the Kurdish Regional 
Government receives sufficient 
revenues and security assistance 
to address the ongoing security 
challenges posed by ISIS and other 
terrorist groups”.

The reason for this different ap-
proach between the Shias and the 
Kurds is that the former are seen 
as pro-Iran whereas the latter are 
viewed as pro-United States, even 
though there are important nuanc-
es to such characterisations.

In the meantime, the campaign 
against ISIS has been sidetracked 

by internal problems facing the 
government of Iraqi Prime Minis-
ter Haider al-Abadi. 

Demonstrations against electric-
ity shortages during the summer 
quickly morphed into a campaign 
against corruption and calls for 
constitutional changes. Abadi is 
trying to be responsive to the de-
mands and announced a reform 
agenda.

Some US commentators, such as 
former ambassador to Iraq Zalmay 
Khalilzad, have called on Obama 
administration officials to help 
Abadi carry out the reforms. In an 
op-ed published September 10th, 
Khalilzad wrote such cooperation 
could lead to “more effective gov-
ernance, reconciliation and a re-
duction in sectarian tension”.

But the US capacity to perform 
multiple tasks at the same time 
in Iraq is limited, especially since 
much of its attention is focused on 
Syria and the accompanying mi-
grant crisis. As a result, the United 
States is likely to pursue “more of 
the same” in Iraq.

Gregory Aftandilian is an 
associate of the Middle East 
Center at the University of 
Massachusetts-Lowell and is 
a former US State Department 
Middle East analyst.

US policy dilemmas in Iraq

An American military trainer with Iraqi regular army soldiers 
at the Taji base complex, 30 kilometres north of Baghdad, last 
January.

The United States is 
working more 
openly with the 
Kurdish peshmerga 
forces
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Baghdad

D 

ays after Iraqi Prime 
Minister Haider al-Ab-
adi announced reforms 
to increase anti-corrup-
tion oversight and im-

prove living conditions for Iraqis, 
an urgent message  came from the 
leadership next door in Tehran.

Iran’s August 23rd message, de-
livered verbally by a top envoy, 
discouraged Abadi from taking ac-
tion against his predecessor, Nuri 
al-Maliki, a pro-Iranian politician 
whose cabinet was widely accused 
of corruption.

Five days earlier, the same en-
voy travelled to Iraq’s northern 
Kurdish region with a message to 
the area’s leader, Masoud Barzani. 
It reaffirmed Tehran’s support for 
Barzani’s quest to extend his term 
for a fifth time as president of the 
autonomous Kurdish areas. That 
term had expired August 20th.

The Iranian moves, leaked to 
The Arab Weekly by three senior 
Iraqi officials, underlined the ex-
tent of Tehran’s behind-the-scenes 
tampering in Iraqi affairs.

Since the 2003 US-led invasion 
that toppled Iraqi dictator Saddam 
Hussein, Tehran has worked to 
support the county’s significant 
Shia Muslim majority, one of 
the largest outside Iran. Under 
Saddam, Iraqi Shias were treated 
as second-class citizens with many 
prosecuted or killed.

A Sunni Muslim who doubted the 
intentions of his rival Shia neigh-
bour to the north, Saddam fought 
an eight-year war against Iran that 
started in 1980 and left both na-
tions deeply scarred. Estimates 
put the death tolls at 500,000 in 

Iraq and 750,000 in Iran.
Economically, Iraq provided a 

lifeline for Iran, which came un-
der crippling international sanc-
tions when its nuclear programme 
became public in 2002. Annual 
Iranian exports to Iraq grew from 
$50 million in 2002 to $12 billion 
in 2014 and are projected at $22 
billion this year, according to Iraqi 
Trade Ministry figures.

Besides the business viability, 
Iraq-based Shia shrines revered by 
the Iranians are an appealing reli-
gious attraction.

However, the formation of the 
first Shia-led government in Iraq 
in 2006 headed by Maliki gave a 
boost to Iran’s regional influence, 
which engulfed parts of Lebanon 
and Syria, a long-time Iranian vas-
sal. That alarmed Sunni-dominat-
ed Arab states, particularly in the 
oil-rich Gulf, which were already 
leery of a bigger neighbour acquir-
ing nuclear technology that sur-
passes their defence capabilities.

“The Persian empire is reborn,” 
warned Iraqi political analyst Mu-
taz Tahan.

“It’s got one foot out of the grave 
and is now piling one brick on the 
other to start where it left off 2,500 
years ago,” he said. “This is hap-
pening as the world is watching 
and America is rejoicing a nuclear 
deal with Iran.

“But history is vengeful towards 
the ignorant.”

The Iranian message to Abadi 
was delivered at a meeting of the 
political office of the Iraqi Shia Na-
tional Alliance, according to the 
three Iraqi officials, who requested 
anonymity citing the sensitivity 
of their information. The alliance 
comprises top officials and clerics 
from Iraq’s Shia-dominated gov-
ernment.

Surprised that the envoy, Major-
General Qassem Soleimani, the 

commander of Iran’s elite al-Quds 
Force, was at a meeting usually 
limited to Iraqi leaders, Abadi’s 
guarded congeniality quickly dis-
appeared, though he listened at-
tentively, the officials said in sepa-
rate interviews.

“The guest spoke unfavourably 
of the premier’s moves, indicat-
ing that Iran was unhappy with his 
steps,” one of the officials said. But 
Soleimani stressed that the core of 
the message was that Iran “wanted 
to ensure that Maliki would not 
face trial”. Maliki was present.

The official quoted Soleimani as 
saying that if Maliki was indicted, 
“the Shia model of governance will 
be at stake”.

An enraged Abadi rebuffed the 
suggestion, the official said. In-
stead of addressing the allegations, 
Abadi told Soleimani that he saw 
the Iranian request as “meddling 
in Iraq’s internal affairs”, which 
Iraq “strongly rejects”.

Soleimani stormed out of the 
meeting room “angry” but without 
reacting to Abadi’s boldness, the 
official said. He said those at the 
gathering, who are used to a tem-
perate prime minister, were also 
puzzled.

Few details from the meeting 
emerged to the public, some of 
whom are also growing increas-
ingly irked by Iran’s influence. In 
a mid-August demonstration de-
manding improved public services 
in the northern Shia-dominated 
holy city of Karbala, protesters 
chanted anti-Iranian slogans.

“Iran go out, Iraq is a free coun-
try,” they chanted angrily.

Tahan said the sentiment was 
explicable since many Iraqis blame 
Iran’s support for Maliki as the 
main reason that kept him in office 

for two successive terms until Ab-
adi replaced him in August 2014. 
Maliki’s cabinet is accused of hav-
ing squandered the country’s oil 
wealth, enervated public services 
and that the army under Maliki’s 
direct command caved in to the 
invading Islamic State (ISIS) mili-
tants, allowing them to capture 
more territory across Iraq.

However, Tahan warned against 
underestimating Iran’s influence in 
Iraq, which was carefully nurtured 
over the years. “No matter what it 
is, their word is above all,” he said.

Iraqis say their Shia militias have 
strong links to Iran, where some 
of them were trained. And so do 
some Shia clerics. Pro-Iranian poli-
ticians and militias control Iraq’s 
air and sea ports. 

They are also in charge of the 
passport office and even more vital 
public institutions such as the In-
terior Ministry, intelligence, police 
and army.

Omar Hejab, a pseudonym used 
for safety reasons, is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in Iraq.

Iran tells Abadi who is in charge
Omar Hejab

Messages from Tehran. File picture of Iraqi Prime Minister Haider 
al-Abadi (L).
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government in Iraq 
in 2006 headed by 
Maliki gave a boost 
to Iran’s regional 
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Annual Iranian 
exports to Iraq grew 
from $50 million in 
2002 to $12 billion in 
2014
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lgerian President  
Abdelaziz Bouteflika 
sacked the feared head 
of the military’s main 
intelligence apparatus 

in a wide-ranging move as the ail-
ing leader struggles to finish his 
fourth five-year term as the coun-
try’s leader.

General Mohamed “Toufik” Me-
diene, who headed the powerful 
Department of Intelligence and Se-
curity (DRS) for 25 years, was edged 
into retirement on September 13th. 
He was among a string of generals 
who had risen to dominate Alge-
ria’s ruling regime since 1990 on 
the back of a rising radical Islamic 
tide that waned after a civil war 
that claimed more than 200,000 
lives.

“General Toufik embodies the 
1990s decade with its rivers of 
blood,” said Hacen Ouali, a political 
analyst.

“It is the end of a powerful man 
many in the country called rab 
Dzayer (Algeria’s god) and a victory 
for Bouteflika, who focused his en-
ergy on smashing the core of mili-
tary generals of the 1990s era and 
swinging the overwhelming power 
to the presidency,” he added.

The move crowned the presi-
dent’s step-by-step approach to re-
shape the security and intelligence 
services.

The much-feared DRS, which 
bears similarities with the secret 
services of the fallen security agen-

cies of former Soviet Union satel-
lites, is the most powerful element 
in Algeria’s intelligence and secu-
rity apparatus.

Mediene, 76, joined the “Red 
Carpet” KGB training class in 1962 
in the Soviet Union with which Al-
geria then had strong military and 
diplomatic ties.

Bouteflika “today ended the 
functions” of Mediene, said a 
statement from the president’s of-
fice. Such a simple announcement 
would have been unheard of a few 
years ago.

“The president brings down 
the maker of the presidents,” said 
the main Arabic-language daily El 
Khabar, which called the fired in-
telligence chief the “Shadow” as 
Mediene had been seldom seen 
even in photographs. He had long 
played the role of political king-
maker, analysts said, altering po-
litical choices in backroom show-
downs between Algerian civilian 
and military factions that form the 
delicate balance of the leadership.

Mediene was replaced by Ath-
mane Tartag, who was a Mediene 
deputy before becoming a security 
adviser to the president. Tartag, a 
retired general, left the DRS in 2013 
when restructuring began. He was 
then named one of Bouteflika’s 
counselors.

The change of the guard took 
place during a ceremony presided 
over by armed forces chief Gen-
eral Ahmed Gaid Salah, a staunch 
Bouteflika ally.

There have been a series of high-
level departures over the past two 
years, including the army’s security 
chief, General Mehana Djebbar; the 
head of counterespionage, known 
as General Hassan; along with 
changes at the top of the judicial 
police, the service that oversees 
the media and the service charged 
with economic investigations.

An Algiers-based Western mili-

tary attaché said, “Bouteflika had 
taken down Mediene allies one by 
one in a cautious approach before 
turning on him.”

“The DRS’s shadow was every-
where like the sun and the moon. 
It was wherever there is human 
grouping: at the corridors of the 
ministries, state-owned business-
es, government bureaucracy, civic 
associations and political parties,” 
said a source close to security ser-
vices.

The president’s entourage de-
scribed the restructuring as a move 

towards democratising the system, 
while opponents and newspaper 
commentators described it as set-
tling scores.

Bouteflika was re-elected to a 
fourth term on April 2014 but has 
rarely been seen in public since re-
covering from a stroke in 2013, fan-
ning Algiers’s political saloons over 
his chances to serve out his man-
date, which ends in 2019.

Change in the security bodies 
also comes while the government 
is struggling with the repercus-
sions of collapsing energy prices. 

A major natural gas supplier to Eu-
rope, Algeria depends on hydrocar-
bon sales abroad. They account for 
60% of its budget and more than 
90% of total exports.

Experts say the country had 
stepped up military and security 
spending in the past five years as it 
faces security threats on its borders 
with Libya, Mali and Tunisia.

Lamine Ghanmi is a veteran 
Reuters journalist. He has 
covered North Africa for decades 
and is based in Tunis.

Bouteflika fires spy chief in sweeping change
Lamine Ghanmi

Out of the shadows. The picture of former Algerian intelligence chief General Mohamed Mediene, 
better known as General Toufik, was published for the first time in Algeria after he was dismissed. It 
appeared on the front page of Algerian newspaper En-Nahar, on September 13, 2015.

There have been a 
series of high-level 
departures over the 
past two years
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H 

opes for a peace deal 
in Libya and a national 
unity government being 
announced soon van-
ished following changes 

to the Libya dialogue draft agree-
ment by UN special envoy Bernardi-
no Leon.

The internationally recognised 
House of Representatives (HoR) 
based in Tobruk rejected the 
amendments and recalled its nego-
tiating team for consultations. Two 
independent members of the dia-
logue announced a boycott, accus-
ing Leon of appeasement towards 
the General National Congress 
(GNC) which controls the capital 
Tripoli.

Leon made the amendments 
to meet the demands of the GNC, 
which has been effectively boycott-
ing the negotiations since the end 
of June in opposition to the draft. 
The development is a massive blow 
to the United Nations’ year-long ef-
fort to bridge the divide in Libya 
between the HoR, elected in 2014, 
and the GNC.

An agreement by September 20th 
— a target set by Leon — meant the 
envoy could have taken it to the UN 
General Assembly, which could give 
the deal international legitimacy. 
This would be unassailable in Liby-
an courts because it was a General 
Assembly vote that authorised the 
country’s independence in the first 
place.

The breakdown centres on the 
role of the State Council and Khali-
fa Haftar, appointed by the HoR as 
general commander of the Libyan 
armed forces, and Abdul Razzak al-
Nazhuri, whom it appointed chief of 
staff.

In the draft agreement, the State 
Council’s powers were watered 
down at the HoR’s insistence. The 
GNC, 90 of whose members were 
supposed to become members of 
the 120-seat council, refused to ac-
cept the change and pulled out.

The draft was approved in July 
by all other Libya dialogue del-
egates. The GNC has since insisted 
on changes to the document as the 
price for rejoining the talks. The 
HoR, on the other hand, along with 
the independent dialogue partici-
pants and, until very recently, Leon 
insisted there could be no change 
to the draft text. Leon said GNC 

demands could be addressed in an-
nexes.

That view became impossible 
when the GNC published its de-
mands, which included that current 
members of the GNC be eligible to 
join the State Council and not, as 
stated in the draft, those elected 
in 2012, and that the GNC, not dia-
logue members, should decide who 
they should be.

They also demanded an increase 
in the State Council’s powers, 
specifically that it vote on the ap-
pointment and dismissal of heads 
of sovereign institutions and the 
withdrawal of confidence in gov-

ernments and the appointment of 
new ones. They insisted that new 
military and security commanders 
be appointed — in effect demand-
ing the removal of the controversial 
Haftar.

In response, HoR President Agee-
la Salah Gwaider sent Leon his own 
demands, insisting that there could 
be change to the text of the draft 
and that there could be no changes 
to laws and appointments already 
made by the HoR.

Desperate to bring the GNC back 
into the process and faced with its 
refusal to compromise on any of its 
demands, Leon opted to give it all 

it wanted. This meant changing the 
draft and applying intense pressure 
on the HoR team to accept it.

He announced there was “con-
sensus” on making amendments 
but almost immediately the process 
fell apart. HoR negotiators may have 
accepted the change but the HoR in 
Tobruk was in no such mood de-
spite the fact that, under the agree-
ment, it remains far more powerful 
than the State Council.

Ignoring Leon’s appeal to be “gen-
erous” and agree to change the 
draft, it said “No.”

It is unclear where the dialogue 
now goes. A number of Western am-
bassadors privately expressed fears 
that Libya is heading into the un-
known. They are particularly wor-
ried that without agreement by Oc-
tober 21st, when the HoR’s term of 
office expires, the process of trying 
to find a solution to the crisis will 
have to begin from scratch.

The chances of dealing with the 
Islamic State (ISIS) in Libya and the 
waves of migrants travelling across 
the Mediterranean from Libya to 
Europe look all the more difficult.

The crisis appears to have 
strengthened the hand of Haftar, 
who plans to announce the creation 
of a military council to run Libya 
instead of a government. A number 
of HoR members in Tobruk back the 
idea.

Leon, whose handling of the 
negotiations is coming under in-
creasing criticism, continues to put 
a positive spin on events. He re-
sponded to the crisis by saying that 
such diversity of views was perfect-
ly normal and that, although there 
was a lack of trust between the par-
ties, they were not that far apart and 
a formula to bridge the gap could be 
found.

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

Hopes of Libyan unity government vanishing
Michel Cousins

Road blocked. The head of the Tobruk-based House of Representatives, Mohamed Ali Shoeb, speaks 
at a press conference during Libya talks on September 12th, in Skhirat.
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Supporters of the Free Patriotic Movement 
(FPM) in Beirut, on September 4th.

Lebanese protests reflect economic woes

Beirut

P 

rotests in recent weeks 
across Lebanon, first call-
ing for better services 
then urging reforms and 
a secular substitute to the 

confessional political system, have 
highlighted weaknesses in the 
country’s economy. But amid the 
mess, Lebanon’s banks seem to be 
almost the only sector doing well.

International reports urged po-
litical and economic reforms to 
avoid slowing of growth, especially 
with a quasi-paralysis in tourism, 
the key generator of public and 
private-sector income.

The fact that Lebanon has not 
had a president since May 2014 is 
the most disturbing aspect of po-
litical life in the country. While 
constitutional reforms in the 1990 
Taif accord, which ended the 15-
year civil war, moved many pre-
rogatives from the president to the 
cabinet, the vacancy at the presi-
dential palace has been an excuse 
for political powers to hinder cabi-
net and parliamentary work.

In addition, Lebanon does not 
look good in the eyes of foreign 
governments and investors since 
parliament has given itself another 
four-year term in office, claiming 
that the security fallout from the 
Syrian war makes it hard for the 
government to have new elections.

“All or almost all international in-
stitutions are not happy with us for 

failing to elect a new president and 
a new legislature,” a high-ranking 
government official told The Arab 
Weekly.

“We need to see parliament meet 
to pass many laws allowing for 
ministries to make expenditures 
because we don’t have a budget 
since 2005. Many legislative re-
forms and agreements with foreign 
donors need to be passed, too,” the 
official said, requesting anonymity 
because he does not have authori-
sation to speak to the media.

Moody’s, on September 7th, 
predicted a decline in tourism 
and negative effects on economic 
growth and the banking sector in 
Lebanon. The rating agency said 
the political vacuum in the coun-
try had led to the postponement 
of fundamental financial reforms, 
including restructuring the debt-
riddled government-owned elec-
tricity company.

The budget deficit climbed to 
8.3% of gross domestic product 
(GDP) in 2015, compared to 6.2% in 
2014, while public debt soared to 
124% of GDP, Moody’s said.

“There’s a government plan un-
der way now to solve the garbage 
problem, which is a good thing, 
but what about other pending re-
forms?” the government official 
asked. “Power supply has wors-
ened in recent days, for example. 
Shouldn’t the government and par-
liament do anything about it?”

More protests would have nega-
tive repercussions even on the 
Lebanese banking sector, whose 
deposit growth rate decreased to 
4.7% in the first half of 2015, com-
pared to 7.2% in the same period in 
2014, Moody’s said. 

However, it expressed some sat-
isfaction with the size of the central 
bank’s foreign reserves, amounting 
to $40.7 billion, 25% higher since 
2010. This is sufficient to cover 
public debt payments in 2015 and 
2016, it said.

The accumulation of garbage in 

streets, which triggered the August 
protests, threatens the tourism 
sector, especially after Gulf states 
warned against travelling to Leba-
non, it said, expecting a 2% GDP 
growth in 2015, which is very low 
compared to 7.7% before 2011.

The banking sector grew 9.3% in 
2014, compared to 2013, a report 
by Lebanon’s leading Bank Audi 
said on September 4th. “This is 
awesome taking into considera-
tion that the country’s GDP grew 
2% last year,” a banking source told 
The Arab Weekly.

“The aggregated balance sheet 
grew from $198.9 billion in 2013 
to $217.5 billion in 2014. The Leba-
nese abroad still deposit money 
here and so do many investors 
from ‘Arab spring’ countries.”

Deposits in foreign currencies 
however, especially the US dollar, 
grew 22.4% over the same period, 
compared to 6.2% for deposits in 
the Lebanese pound. “This is not 
good but good enough to meet 
the financing needs of both the 
public and private sectors, but the 
discrepancy between the two per-
centages cannot be sustained for 
several years,” the banking source 
said.

A June 24th report by the World 
Bank warned of economic prob-
lems caused by the confessional 
system. “Lebanon’s confessional 
system also has proven extremely 
vulnerable to external influence, 
which has bred and exacerbated 
local conflict and violence. The 
Lebanese economy has grown at a 

moderate pace over the past dec-
ades, but growth has been uneven 
due to large, frequent and mostly 
‘political’ shocks, to which the 
economy has been relatively re-
silient,” the World Bank said in its 
Systematic Country Diagnostic.

“This report sounded an over-
due alarm,” the government official 
said. “So far, it has fallen on deaf 
ears, generally speaking. The rela-
tive resiliency of the economy the 
report pinpointed is not something 
eternal. Lebanon’s civil society and 
international institutions are not 
happy with our performance. We 
must do something before it’s too 
late.”

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

Protesters throw garbage in front of the Lebanese environment ministry, in Beirut, on September 15th.

Abdel-Rahman Ayas

The fact that 
Lebanon has not had 
a president since 
May 2014 is the most 
disturbing aspect of 
political life in the 
country

Aoun’s game: Keeping it all in the family

W 

ith the Middle 
East engulfed in 
multiple wars, it 
is a luxury that 
Lebanon’s 
political class 

can pursue parochial political 
agendas with abandon. In August, 
for example, Gebran Bassil was 
gifted the presidency of Leba-
non’s largest Christian party, the 
Free Patriotic Movement (FPM), 
by his father-in-law Michel Aoun.

Aoun, a Maronite Christian, first 
made his name as commander 
of the Lebanese Army in the late 
1980s when he launched a “war of 
liberation” against the Syrian pres-
ence in Lebanon. 

The effort failed and Aoun fled 
into exile in France.

Aoun returned to Lebanon when 
the Syrians withdrew in 2005 and 
since then, for reasons related to 
Lebanon’s convoluted politics, 
has sided with Syria’s Lebanese 
allies, above all Hezbollah, and has 
backed President Bashar Assad’s 
regime in the Syrian conflict.

To say the FPM presidency 
was “gifted” to Bassil is fair. The 
Aounists had planned a presi-
dential election for September 
20th, in which Bassil would have 
faced Alain Aoun, a nephew of 
Michel Aoun. However, internal 
polling showed that Alain Aoun 

would defeat Bassil, which would 
have undermined Michel Aoun’s 
intention to hand leadership to his 
son-in-law.

Michel Aoun asked his nephew 
to withdraw from the race, which 
he did. However, a list formed by 
Aounists unhappy that the FPM 
has not had elections in a decade 
sought to contest the vote. How-
ever, their list was quickly disposed 
of on the feeble pretext that it 
failed to fulfil party by-laws.

This was the stuff of banana 
republics but Bassil’s victory has 
wider implications.

 With Michel Aoun now 80 and 
not in the best of health, the suc-
cession question in the FPM had to 
be resolved quickly. Another factor 
must have weighed on Aoun: the 
preferences of Hezbollah, which is 
close to Bassil.

Bassil’s victory may have pleased 
his father-in-law and Hezbollah but 
it was contested within the FPM. 
He has never been the most popu-
lar of party officials and is viewed 
as having profited from the lucra-
tive ministries in which Michel 
Aoun placed him. Bassil is also seen 
as a self-seeking thruster willing to 
eliminate all rivals.

For instance, this past sum-
mer the Aounists sought to have 
another Aoun son-in-law, Shamel 
Roukoz, appointed commander 
of the army. There was opposition 
in the government and, to build 
pressure, Bassil mobilised street 
demonstrations that led to a clash 
between FPM stalwarts and the 
army. This effectively undermined 
Roukoz’s chances of becoming 
army commander. To Bassil’s 
critics his real objective was to 
discredit Roukoz. As army head, 
and a Maronite like Bassil, Roukoz 
would have been in a good position 

to become president of Lebanon, 
threatening Bassil’s own ambitions.

His difficulties notwithstanding, 
Bassil is likely to consolidate his 
hold on the FPM in the near future. 
The real question is whether he can 
keep the FPM together once Michel 
Aoun dies.

While Hezbollah played no role 
in the election, Aoun could not 
have been indifferent to the wishes 
of the FPM’s closest political ally. 
With the Middle East increas-
ingly divided by sectarian conflict, 
Aoun and Hezbollah regard their 
relationship as the cornerstone of a 
broader partnership between Chris-
tians and Shias, against the Sunni 
majority in the region.

Hezbollah is also looking beyond 
Michel Aoun and sees that Bassil 
is committed to an “alliance of 
minorities” between Christians 
and Shias. Indeed, in his victory 
speech Bassil emphasised Christian 
themes, stating: “If this move-
ment ceases to exist, so will the 
Christians of the East, and so will 
Lebanon.”

Ultimately, Hezbollah favours 
rewriting the Lebanese constitu-

tion to better protect the party and 
the Shias in the event of a Sunni 
triumph in Syria. One way to do so 
is to replace the 50-50 breakdown 
in representation between Chris-
tians and Muslims in parliament, 
the government and the state with 
a 30-30-30 breakdown between 
Sunnis, Shias and Maronites (with 
smaller sects distributed within 
this framework). 

The rationale would be to create 
a structural two-thirds majority in 
the state between Christians and 
Shias. How this might be achieved 
remains unclear but if that is 
Hezbollah’s aim, the party has to 
guarantee that a friendly Maronite 
Christian partner is in place with 
whom it can go forward. Bassil is 
that person.

Yet Christian factionalism has 
often spoiled the best-laid plans. 
Bassil has great ambitions and deep 
down, like many Maronites, he 
may dream of becoming president. 
However, his inability to be elected 
to parliament, his manufactured 
victory in the Aounist elections and 
his efforts to hinder Roukoz’s ap-
pointment suggest a man conscious 
of his shortcomings.

Then there are the Sunnis in 
Lebanon and the region. Bassil has 
often played on Christian fears of 
Sunni extremism to enhance his 
position. But sectarian populism 
can be fatal in Lebanon, as success-
ful Christian leaders must appeal to 
all Muslim communities. If Bassil 
continues to antagonise Sunnis, his 
aspirations may be as vain as those 
of his father-in-law.

Michael Young is a commentator 
and analyst based in Beirut. He is 
the author of The Ghosts of Martyrs’ 
Square: An Eyewitness Account of 
Lebanon’s Life Struggle.

Michael 
Young

View point

Aoun and 
Hezbollah 
regard their 
relationship 
as the 
cornerstone 
of a broader 
partnership

Bassil’s victory may have 
pleased his father-in-law 
and Hezbollah but it was 
contested within the FPM



11September 18, 2015

Gaza City

I 

ndirect secret talks between 
Hamas and Israel over a truce 
in the besieged Gaza Strip are 
purportedly progressing de-
spite Tel Aviv’s insistence that 

it is not engaged in such negotia-
tions and the militant group’s asser-
tions that an accord is “immature”.

The talks, however, have left 
more moderate Palestinians in the 
West Bank anxious that their status 
as being the only viable negotiating 
partner with Israel was threatened.

The deal being discussed would 
secure a halt to Hamas’s rocket at-
tacks on Israeli cities for up to ten 
years in exchange for Israel lifting a 
crippling blockade on Gaza and al-
lowing it monitored maritime trade, 
according to Hamas leaks to the me-
dia in Gaza. The moves would usher 
in an implicit Israeli recognition of 
a group it has long considered a 
terrorist organisation bent on the 
country’s destruction. Hamas has 
opposed any peaceful settlement 
with Israel. While the Palestinian 
Authority (PA) in the West Bank 
insisted and Hamas leader Khaled 
Meshaal admitted there were cov-
ert negotiations conducted through 
former British prime minister Tony 
Blair, Israel denied such talks were 
taking place.

“Israel is officially clarifying that 
it is not holding any meetings with 
Hamas, neither directly, nor via 
other countries or intermediaries,” 
the Israeli prime minister’s office 
said in a statement.

The truce being discussed is 
based on a framework that resem-

bles a memo of understanding that 
brought an end to Israel’s 51-day 
war on Gaza in August 2014. More 
than 2,200 Palestinians – mostly 
civilians — and 73 Israelis – mostly 
soldiers – were killed in the fighting, 
according to the United Nations. 
The leaks about the secret talks 
drew outcry from the PA, which 
ruled Gaza until Hamas seized it in 
2007, bringing about the blockade 
and shattering Palestinian ranks.

The PA, whose negotiations with 
Israel are deadlocked, is concerned 
that Hamas will emerge a winner 
from a prospective deal with Israel, 
supporting the argument that Ha-
mas’s hard-line approach wins over 
that of the moderates.

The PA is also anxious that a Ha-
mas-Israel deal could separate the 

Palestinian territories and damage 
the Palestinians’ ultimate goal of an 
independent state in Gaza and the 
West Bank, with its capital in East 
Jerusalem.

“Covert negotiations are ongoing 
and our information is that the two 
sides are on the verge of reaching 
an agreement on a truce for eight to 
ten years,” PA Foreign Minister Riad 
al-Malki told The Arab Weekly.

Malki said he was not sure when 
a deal would be announced. “It 

could be tomorrow, next week or 
in a month,” he said, insisting that 
there were “mediators who are do-
ing their best to broker this accord”.

He was referring to Blair, who 
resigned as special envoy of Mid-
east mediators — the United States, 
United Nations, European Union 
and Russia — known as the Quartet. 
Arab media speculated that Blair 
had been banned from contacts 
with Hamas under his previous 
post and quit to be able to negoti-
ate freely.

Since his May 27th resignation, 
Blair has had at least two meetings 
with Meshaal in Doha, according to 
a PA official who spoke to The Arab 
Weekly but declined to be identi-
fied, citing the delicate nature of his 
information.

Meshaal said Blair was leading 
negotiations on reaching a long-
term truce with Israel. “The talks 
are positive but we haven’t reached 
an agreement until now,” Meshaal 
said in early September remarks 
published in Arab and Israeli me-
dia.

“We talked about five major 
problems facing the population in 
Gaza,” Meshaal maintained. He said 
they were Gaza’s reconstruction, 
ending the Israeli siege, reopening 
border crossings Israel sealed off 
to stifle Hamas as well as allowing 
Gaza to open an airport and be giv-
en access to maritime trade. Details 
of the proposed agreement have 
since been leaked to reporters, in-
cluding The Arab Weekly, in Gaza. 
According to the leaks, Gaza would 
be allowed to import merchandise 
through a “floating port” to be set 
up about 3 kilometres off its coast.

An intermediary port would be 
established on Cyprus, where Gaza-

bound merchandise would be scru-
tinised by NATO representatives.

Hamas’s Al-Resalah newspaper 
in Gaza said Israel wanted the deal 
to incorporate the exchange of “liv-
ing and deceased Israeli prisoners” 
held by Hamas, a reference to Ethi-
opian-Israeli citizen Avraham Ab-
era Mengistu and a Bedouin Pales-
tinian who entered Gaza illegally. It 
also included the remains of Israeli 
soldiers killed in 2014. In return, 
dozens of Hamas militants jailed in 
Israel would be released.According 
to the leaks, Israel would resume 
importing labour from Gaza, where 
unemployment has hit a record 
43%. Hamas would in exchange 
agree to stop firing rockets at Israel 
and digging tunnels under its Israe-
li border for at least eight years.

Two Hamas leaders in Gaza in-
sisted that a deal with Israel was 
not yet ready. Zeyad Zaza, a sen-
ior Gaza-based Hamas leader, said 
“there are discussions, dialogues 
and proposals that didn’t reach the 
maturity stage yet”.

A former deputy prime minister, 
Zaza insisted that Hamas was ada-
mant to see “all crossing points reo-
pened, to allow in material needed 
for reconstruction and to have a 
seaport that will be Gaza’s gate to 
the world”. 

Ahmed Yousef, another senior 
Hamas official in Gaza, said, “Noth-
ing solid has been achieved in the 
negotiations so far.”

“It’s just papers and ideas are be-
ing presented for discussions,” he 
said.

Saud Abu Ramadan, based in Gaza, 
is an Arab Weekly correspondent 
who has been covering the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict for 28 years.

Secret Israeli-Hamas talks said to be progressing

Secret mediator? Former British Prime Minister, Tony Blair (C), as 
he visits a UN-run school sheltering Palestinians, last February in 
Gaza.
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F 

ierce battles flared at Je-
rusalem’s al-Aqsa mosque 
between worshippers and 
Israeli police, underscor-
ing a profound Palestinian 

mistrust of Israel and threatening a 
spillover of violence beyond the city.

Israel insisted its forces were act-
ing under a “security operation” 
but Palestinians claimed that the 
cabinet of Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu was about to 
divide the holy site to allow Jew-
ish prayers there. “The plan that 
the Israeli government wants to put 
in place is frighteningly criminal,” 
Saeb Erekat, the chief Palestinian 
negotiator, told The Arab Weekly in 
a telephone interview.

“It will lead to the al-Aqsa mosque 
being divided up.”

At the heart of the matter is a deep 
distrust of the intentions of Netan-
yahu’s cabinet, which comprises 
extreme politicians who advocate 
throwing the Palestinians out of the 
West Bank — a territory they believe 
the Bible says is Jewish.

The Palestinians hope that tradi-
tionally Arab East Jerusalem, which 
houses al-Aqsa, would be the capi-
tal of their future state. But Israel’s 
government says it will keep parts 
of the West Bank and will not share 
East Jerusalem, although previous 
Israeli leaders were perceived as 
willing to do so.

Al-Aqsa, widely referred to in Ara-
bic as al-Haram al-Sharif or “the no-
ble sanctuary”, is Islam’s third holi-
est shrine after Mecca and Medina 
in Saudi Arabia. It is on a hilltop 
compound in Jerusalem’s walled 
Old City.

One of the region’s most intense 
flashpoints and the site of scores 
of previous clashes with Israeli po-
lice, the compound also houses the 
Dome of the Rock, which enshrines 
the rock from which the Prophet 
Mohammad is said to have ascend-
ed to heaven on a winged horse.

The site is known to Jews as the 
Temple Mount. It is the holiest in 
Judaism and is the place worship-
pers turn towards during prayer. 
According to rabbinic sages, it is the 
place where God gathered dust to 
create the first human, Adam.

Ultraorthodox Jews insist that 
the site is where their two revered 
temples are buried, just underneath 
al-Aqsa, and is where the third tem-
ple will be built before the messiah 
comes.

Jordan, a moderate Muslim coun-
try whose royal Hashemite dynasty 
claims ancestry to Mohammad, is 
the custodian of Jerusalem’s Mus-
lim shrines. Israel recognised Jor-
dan’s “special role” in caring for 
the shrines in a 1994 peace treaty, 
which launched diplomatic rela-
tions between the two neighbours.

On September 13th and 14th, Pal-
estinians angry at Jews visiting the 
mosque, guarded by Israeli secu-
rity, threw stones at police, which 
responded with stun grenades and 
tear gas.

Trouble climaxed September 
15th, when Israel banned Palestini-
ans from entering al-Aqsa for morn-
ing prayers to allow Jewish activists 
to tour the mosque’s courtyards, 
according to Youssef Mukhaimar, 
a member of a group of Palestinian 

men and women known as the Mu-
rabitun and the Murabitat, which 
translates as “sentinels”.

Palestinians threw stones from 
outside the compound’s gate and 
some barricaded themselves inside, 
prompting Israeli police to raid the 
courtyard and mosque building, 
firing stun grenades, tear gas and 
rubber bullets, according to Israeli 
television. Several dozen Palestin-
ians were wounded in the fighting, 
which continued sporadically out-
side al-Aqsa through September 
17th, Israeli and Palestinian officials 
said. They said an Israeli motorist 
died September 15th after being hit 
by stones.

That same day, a fire caused by 
the grenades burned carpet inside 
the mosque, the sentinels reported. 
They also said Israeli snipers had 
been deployed on the mosque’s 
roof.

An Israeli official, speaking to The 
Arab Weekly by telephone from Je-
rusalem, insisted that Israel had 
moved in “upon a tip of a security 
threat posed by some elements with 

explosives hiding in al-Aqsa’s vicin-
ity”.

“We sought to secure the area 
ahead of the Jewish New Year”, 
which ended the night of Septem-
ber 15th, the official added, insisting 
on anonymity, saying he was not al-
lowed to comment before the ongo-
ing investigation had concluded.

However, Mukhaimar said that Is-
rael was trying to change the rules 
at al-Aqsa by allowing Jews to visit 
five times a week and often pray in 
the courtyards.

Previously, Jewish payers in the 
courtyards were banned. The ban 
was reaffirmed in a November 2014 
meeting between Netanyahu and 
Jordan’s King Abdullah II in the 
presence of US Secretary of State 
John Kerry. Traditionally, Jewish 
prayers have been limited to the 
Wailing Wall west of al-Aqsa.

Mohammed Abassi, another sen-
tinel, said Israel “is trying to set a 
precedent by dividing al-Aqsa into 
zones and creating a schedule for 
prayer time to Muslims and visiting 
hours to Jews”.

“Simply, it’s trying to take it over 
by piecemeal,” he said.

The violence drew a chorus of 
condemnation and calls for self-
restraint.

King Abdullah said Jordan would 
“have to take action” but did not 
elaborate. His information minister 
explained that Jordan was mulling 
unspecified “diplomatic and legal 
options”. In previous escalations, 
Jordan recalled its ambassador from 
Tel Aviv.

UN Middle East envoy Nikolay 
Mladenov warned that al-Aqsa 
clashes could feed into the region’s 
“vicious tide of terror and extrem-
ism” and have the potential to ig-
nite violence well beyond the walls 
of Jerusalem’s Old City.

He urged visitors and worship-
pers to “demonstrate restraint and 
respect for the sanctity of the area”.

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.

Palestinian-Israeli 
clashes flare over 
Jerusalem holy site
Jamal J. Halaby

Saud Abu Ramadan

Flashpoint. Israeli policemen prevent a Palestinian woman from entering the compound which 
houses al-Aqsa mosque, in Jerusalem’s Old City, on September 14th.

Trouble climaxed 
September 15th, 
when Israel banned 
Palestinians from 
entering al-Aqsa

The talks, however, 
have left more 
moderate 
Palestinians in the 
West Bank anxious



12 September 18, 2015

Special focus The haj to Mecca

The haj: A unique experience for Muslims

Jeddah

K 

harizada Kasrat Rai, his 
body thin and his skin 
darkened by the sun, per-
formed in 2013 what so 
many men and women 

endured before him over the centu-
ries:  He walked from his homeland 
through dangerous territory to per-
form the haj in Mecca.

Rai, at 37, walked 6,387 km from 
Karachi through Pakistan, Iran and 
Jordan to reach Saudi Arabia. In Jor-
dan he took the old western route, 
a path worn deep from the foot-
steps of millions of the faithful be-
fore him, south to Tabuk. He then 
moved on to Medina and Mecca.

“My determination to reach 
Mecca and witness the marvels of 
Medina only added to my resilience 

to complete my journey,” Rai said.
Probably few pilgrims are pre-

pared for the hardships of such a 
journey. In previous centuries, it 
took a lifetime of saving and some-
times a year to make the trek. Pil-
grims performing haj numbered in 
the thousands.

Cheap air travel and tour compa-
nies now have enabled just about 
any Muslim to perform the most 
important religious duty of his life. 
An estimated 2.5 million worship-
pers are expected to perform the 
rites in 2015.

The fifth pillar of Islam, haj is a 
ritual Muslims should perform at 

least once in their lifetime. To per-
form the rite one must be a Muslim 
and an adult with a sound mind 
and possess the physical ability to 
perform the rituals. The worship-
per must also have the financial re-
sources to make the pilgrimage and 
still provide for one’s dependents at 
home. Successfully completing haj, 
usually over five days during Dhu 
al-Hijjah, the last month of the Is-
lamic calendar, gives the worship-
per a place in paradise.

Given that haj is performed in 
Mecca, where the weather can be 
inhospitable and the terrain rocky 
and unforgiving, the ritual can be 
difficult for the elderly.

Men must wear the Ihram, a plain 
white garment that eliminates the 
appearance of wealth and status 
and allows all worshippers, now 
standing in purity, to appear as 
equals before Allah.

The haj ritual dates to about 

2000BC when Allah commanded 
the Prophet Abraham to leave his 
wife, Hajar, and son, Ishmael, in 
the Mecca desert. Hajar ran be-
tween the hills searching for water 
for her son but found none. Just 
when she had given up hope, Ish-
mael scratched the ground with his 
leg and a spring erupted under his 
foot. Afterwards Allah commanded 
Abraham to build the Kaaba to in-
vite people to perform pilgrimage.

The pilgrimage consists of Tawaf  
by circumambulating the Kaaba 
and walking between the Safa and 
Marwah hills to re-enact Hajar’s 
search for water. The ritual is fol-
lowed by standing on Mount Arafat, 
the most important act of haj, from 
morning to sunset to pray for Allah’s 
forgiveness. Pilgrims also climb the 
Mount of Mercy for prayers.

The last significant act requires 
pilgrims to stop at Muzdalifah to 
collect seven small stones to carry 
to Mina. Once they arrive, and over 
three days, they move along a wide 
pedestrian walkway to cast the 
stones at three stone pillars, which 
represent Satan. Here, the worship-
pers praise Allah while rejecting 
Satan.

At the end of haj the faithful cir-
cle the Kaaba seven times in fare-
well and have their hair shaved to 
signify the end of the rituals.

Jeddah resident Irfan Moham-
med, who performed his pilgrim-
age in 1997 and had an opportunity 
to be in Mecca on business during 
the haj in 2014, said the Ministry of 
Haj has made tremendous improve-
ments in increasing the comfort to 
worshipers.

“There are a lot less illegal pil-
grims in Mecca in recent years,” 
Mohammed said. It makes for a 

more comfortable haj because 
there is more space and better 
lodging. Sanitation has improved. 
Eighteen years ago it was very ugly 
but the hygienic conditions have 
improved.”

He noted that safety has been 
the government’s top priority. Be-
tween 1990 and 2006 nearly 2,500 
pilgrims died in stampedes, due 
mostly to crowding, particularly at 
the stone pillars representing Satan 
and Jamaraat Bridge. The bridge 
and pillars were demolished and 
replaced by a multi-level bridge and 
large columns.

Just before the 2015 haj, on Sep-
tember 11th, a crane accident re-
sulted in the deaths of more than 
100 people.

“It was very hectic before,” Mo-
hammed said. “Now the entrance 
points are better organised and the 
crowd movement is orderly.”

The holy days of the Eid al-Ad-
ha  follow haj and begin with the 
slaughter of a goat or a sheep to 
honour Allah. The slaughter stems 
from Allah’s test of Abraham to 
slaughter his son, Ismael, as a ges-
ture of submission. God intervened 
in the sacrifice.

The meat from the animal is 
supposed to be divided into three 
parts: one-third for charity, a third 
for extended relatives, friends and 
neighbours and one-third for the 
family. It’s a period when families 
may fast or increase their worship-
ping.

Technology has dramatically 
changed how pilgrims arrive in 
Mecca to perform haj. Better or-
ganisational methods have made 
it possible to safely accommodate 
millions but the rituals remain 
identical to the time of Abraham. 
On rare occasions pilgrims, such 
as Rai, continue to emulate Mus-
lim ancestors by making the diffi-
cult journey on foot as an expres-
sion of honouring those who have 
achieved paradise.

Rob L. Wagner is an Arab Weekly 
contributor based in Saudi Arabia.

Muslim pilgrims pray around the Kaaba during their final circling at the Grand Mosque during the annual haj pilgrimage in Mecca, in October 2014.

The fifth pillar of 
Islam, haj is a ritual 
Muslims should 
perform at least 
once in their lifetime

In previous 
centuries, it took a 
lifetime of saving 
and sometimes a 
year to make the 
trek

An aerial view shows Muslim worshippers praying at the Grand Mosque, the holiest place in Islam, in 
the city of Mecca.

Rob L. Wagner
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Special focus The haj to Mecca

What is Eid al-Adha?

M 

uslims across the 
globe celebrate Eid 
al-Adha  — the Feast of 
the Sacrifice — follow-
ing the culmination of 

the haj pilgrimage. It is the second 
of two major religious holidays cel-
ebrated by Muslims and is known 
as the Greater Eid.

The celebration, which will take 
place this year on September 24th, 
commemorates one of the trials of 
Prophet Abraham, who was ordered 
by God to sacrifice his son Ishmael 
as a test of faith. After Abraham ac-
ceded to the divine order, he dis-
covered that God had spared his be-
loved son and replaced his sacrifice 
with a ram, rewarding him for his 
faith and devotion.

The story is designed to demon-
strate Abraham’s devotion to God 
and is similarly told in the Jewish 
Torah and the Christian Old Testa-
ment. While Muslims say that it 
was Prophet Ishmael — a progenitor 
of the Prophet Mohammad — who 
Abraham was ordered to sacrifice, 
Jews and Christians contend that it 
was Abraham’s other son Isaac, one 
of the Jewish patriarchs.

Every year Muslims across the 
world sacrifice an animal — usually 
a goat or a sheep — to commemo-
rate Abraham’s devotion and God’s 
mercy. According to tradition, the 
meat from the sacrificed animal is 
divided into three parts; one-third 
for the family; one-third for rela-
tives, friends and neighbours; and 
the remaining third to the poor.

While many Muslim families in 
the Middle East continue this tradi-

tion, purchasing and sacrificing the 
animal themselves before person-
ally distributing the meat, others 
prefer to simply buy the meat for 
themselves and family and pay a 
charity the equivalent of the third 
to the poor.

Eid al-Adha is also the culmina-
tion of the haj pilgrimage, one of 
the five pillars of Islam, which in-
cludes rites commemorating events 
in the lives of prophets Abraham 
and Ishmael. Pilgrims usually cel-
ebrate the Eid in Mecca or Medina 
after returning from Mina where 
the animal sacrifice is offered.

While pilgrims traditionally 
slaughtered the animal themselves, 
the large number of pilgrims who 
undertake the haj every year means 
that most will purchase an animal 
sacrifice voucher in Mecca before 
haj starts. This ensures that an ani-
mal is sacrificed on their behalf to 
celebrate the Eid.

Eid al-Adha is a public holiday 
across the Arab world and usually 
sees Muslims attend mosque for 
the early prayers, with men and 
women wearing their best clothes 
and children often being gifted 
with new clothes and shoes to cel-
ebrate the event.

Mosques are usually filled for Eid 
prayers, with many Muslims who 
do not habitually pray attending.

Muslim families and friends will 
visit each other over the multi-day 
holiday, while children will receive 
money from parents and older rela-
tives.

For many modern Muslims, the 
religious nature of the celebra-
tions are muted and Eid al-Adha is 
merely an excuse to catch up with 
friends and relatives over a meal.

London

W 

ith more than 
900,000 pilgrims 
already in Saudi 
Arabia and more 
than 2 million Mus-

lim devotees from 183 different 
countries set to participate in this 
year’s haj, the kingdom is facing 
security, logistical and health chal-

lenges.
Saudi Arabia has been on high 

alert during the haj since 1987 when 
pilgrims from Iran politicised the 
event by staging a demonstration 
against the United States and Isra-
el. The resulting clashes with Saudi 
authorities caused 400 deaths.

In 2015, another security threat 
is the possibility of an attack by the 
Islamic State (ISIS), which security 
analysts say might target Muslim 
minorities at the pilgrimage. “Se-
curity forces will act swiftly and 

decisively with any violations of 
laws and instructions related to 
haj,” said Interior Ministry spokes-
man Major-General Mansour al-
Turki.

Turki stressed that specially 
trained forces were protecting the 
holy sites and a large number of 
additional security forces would be 
deployed to ensure pilgrims’ “se-
curity and safety”, while also man-
aging the human traffic associated 
with the haj. The kingdom has set 
up a complex video surveillance 

system over the holy city, with se-
curity helicopters monitoring the 
situation from above.

In early September, the king-
dom’s Civil Defence forces sta-
tioned 15,120 security personnel 
across the holy city, which includes 
the grand mosque and the haj holy 
sites set to be visited by Muslim pil-
grims.

Ahead of the haj, a serious out-
break of the Middle East respira-
tory syndrome (MERS) coronavirus 
sparked concern, with a number of 
countries issuing health warnings 
to prospective visitors to the king-
dom. The recent report of 18 new 
cases in the kingdom pushed the 
total number of those afflicted to 
158 since late July.

A report by the World Health Or-
ganisation (WHO) revealed that the 
number of hospitalised patients in-
fected with the virus in Saudi Ara-
bia and Jordan is growing. In Jor-
dan, MERS-related cases have been 
reported in recent weeks, leading 
to fears that returning pilgrims 
could infect more people.

A Jordanian Health Ministry offi-
cial said the country has recorded 
11 MERS cases, with five fatalities 
related to the virus.

“The index patient in the cluster 
is a 60-year-old man who got sick 
at the end of July after travelling 
from Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, to Am-

man. He sought treatment at two 
different hospitals before his infec-
tion was detected,” Mohammad 
Abdullat, director of the ministry’s 
Communicable Disease Control De-
partment, told The Arab Weekly.

“We learned from South Korea 
that one person can infect more 
than 100 people,” Abdullat warned. 
“No country is protected from this 
so the most important thing is to be 
aware, watch for the signs and try 
to isolate and contain the virus and 
not let it spread, because then we 
will really have big problems.”

Saudi Health Minister Khalid al-
Falih said authorities have “pre-
pared a comprehensive preventive 
plan starting from entry points, to 
haj sites, until the pilgrims return 
home”. The Health Ministry, he 
said, has “dedicated all its efforts 
to prevent any infectious disease 
from spreading in the kingdom”.

According to WHO, the number 
of Saudi MERS-CoV cases is 1,517, 
including at least 539 deaths since 
2012.

The MERS-CoV is believed to 
originate in camels, which led to 
a ban by the Saudi Health Minis-
try on slaughtering the animals 
during the haj. Faisal al-Zahrani, 
spokesman for the ministry, said 
the ban is kingdom-wide, and said 
the kingdom’s highest religious 
authority, Grand Mufti Sheikh Ab-
dulaziz al-Asheikh, had issued a 
fatwa supporting the ban to protect 
pilgrims.

On September 11th, more than 
100 people were killed when a 
crane collapsed in high winds and 
crashed onto the Grand Mosque in 
Mecca. In 2006, more than 360 pil-
grims died in a stampede in Mina, 
near Mecca.

The Arab Weekly staff

The celebration, 
which will take place 
this year on 
September 24th, 
commemorates one 
of the trials of 
Prophet Abraham

Every year Muslims 
across the world 
sacrifice an animal 
— usually a goat or a 
sheep — to 
commemorate 
Abraham’s devotion

Sheep are for sale at a livestock market ahead of Eid al-Adha in Benghazi.

Saudi Arabia prepares to tackle haj security, logistics
Mohammed Alkhereiji

Iraqis wait to board a plane from the international airport in the city of Najaf to Saudi Arabia to 
perform the annual Muslim haj pilgrimage to Mecca.

Saudi Health 
Minister Khalid 
al-Falih said 
authorities have 
“prepared a 
comprehensive 
preventive plan”
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Istanbul

T 

he headquarters of a 
pro-Kurdish party was 
torched, overland buses 
from the Kurdish region 
were pelted with stones 

and a Kurdish man was humiliated 
by his neighbours — the latest flare-
up of the Kurdish conflict in Turkey 
indicates the gulf between Turks 
and Kurds is becoming deeper.

Hundreds of people have died 
since clashes between Turkish se-
curity forces and rebels of the Kurd-
istan Workers’ Party (PKK) started 
in late July, shattering a 2-year-old 
truce that had raised hopes of peace 
more than 30 years after the PKK 
took up arms against Ankara.

The violence has stoked tensions 
among the public as some Turks 
hold the country’s estimated 12 mil-
lion Kurds responsible for PKK ac-
tions and for a perceived upsurge in 
separatist tendencies that threaten 
national unity.

Following the death of 16 sol-
diers and 14 police officers in PKK 
attacks in early September, crowds 
of Turkish nationalists attacked 
dozens of offices of the legal pro-
Kurdish group Peoples’ Democratic 
Party (HDP). Demonstrators burned 
parts of HDP headquarters in An-

kara. During a march in Istanbul, 
Turkish right-wingers said military 
operations against the PKK were 
not enough. “We don’t want an op-
eration. We want a massacre,” the 
crowd shouted.

In Beypazari, west of Ankara, 
Kurds fled after attacks by Turk-
ish nationalists during an anti-PKK 
march. Several bus companies sus-
pended service between predomi-
nantly Kurdish eastern Turkey and 
cities in the west after stones were 
thrown at buses bearing number 
plates from Kurdish regions. East 
of Ankara, nationalists set fire to a 
bookstore in Kirsehir after a rumour 
that the shop belonged to a Kurd. 
The shop owner, Sait Akilli, who was 
injured in the incident, said he was 
an ethnic Turk. 

In Mugla in south-western Tur-
key, a Kurdish man said neighbours 
beat him and forced him to kiss a 
bust of Turkey’s founder, Mustafa 
Kemal Ataturk.

The man, Ibrahim Cay, told lo-
cal media he had posted pictures 
of himself in traditional Kurdish 
clothes on social media before the 
incident. His attackers took his dress 
to be a PKK uniform.

Even after police took him to a 
nearby hospital, a crowd of 300 peo-
ple gathered outside the clinic “to 
lynch me”, Cay said. He added he 
had left Mugla and would not return 
although he had lived there for eight 
years, producing fruit and vegeta-
bles on his land.

Burhan Kuzu, an adviser to Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan, fanned 
tensions by implying that many PKK 
rebels were not Muslim, but Chris-
tian. In a tweet on September 7th, 

Kuzu said the bodies of PKK fight-
ers killed in clashes should be ex-
amined. “It will turn out that a big 
group of them are not circumcised,” 
he said.

HDP leader Selahattin Demirtas 
accused Erdogan and the Justice 
and Development Party (AKP) of 
steering the country into chaos. 
“They have taken the decision for 
civil war,” Demirtas said. “An op-
eration is under way to destroy and 
burn everything that looks like it is 
Kurdish and to bring opposition in 
society to their knees.” He called on 
Kurds to fight back if attacked.

Turks and Kurds were being 
pushed towards “war between 
brothers”, veteran journalist Hasan 
Cemal wrote in an article for T24, an 
online news platform, saying: “This 
road leads to hell.”

Ilker Basbug, a former chief of 
general staff of the Turkish military, 
told the right-wing Sozcu newspa-
per he was concerned that Turks 
and Kurds were being pushed into a 
new confrontation. “These actions 

drag the country towards a catastro-
phe,” said Basbug.

Before the latest escalation, many 
Kurds in Turkey said they felt like 
outsiders in their own country. In 
a poll by the Istanbul-based think-
tank Bilgesam in 2014, 24% of Turks 
asked said they would neither allow 
their daughter to marry a Kurd nor 
would they accept a Kurd as a neigh-
bour. 

Only 3.3% of Kurd respondents 
said the same things about Turks. 
One in three Turks asked said they 
do not want a Kurd to become prime 
minister or president. Almost 44% 
of Kurds said they had experienced 

discrimination because of ethnicity.
Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet 

Davutoglu condemned attacks on 
the HDP and on the Istanbul head-
quarters of the Hurriyet newspaper, 
which has been accused by govern-
ment supporters of siding with the 
PKK and the HDP. “No one must 
take the law into his own hands,” 
Davutoglu said on Twitter on Sep-
tember 8th. “We will not allow a 
fight between brothers.”

A group of 12 large non-govern-
mental organisations (NGOs) rep-
resenting businessmen, trade un-
ionists, lawyers and civil servants 
issued an appeal entitled “No to ter-
ror, yes to brotherhood” on Septem-
ber 14th. “Our biggest strength is our 
brotherhood,” said Rifat Hisarciklio-
glu, head of the Union of Chambers 
and Commodity Exchanges of Tur-
key (TOBB), who headed the initia-
tive. “It is the day for Turks to reach 
out to Kurds and for Kurds to reach 
out to Turks.” The NGOs called for a 
rally in Ankara as a demonstration 
of Turkish-Kurdish friendship.

Confrontation 
with Kurds could 
put Turkey on 
‘road to hell’
Thomas Seibert

Some Turks hold the 
country’s estimated 
12 million Kurds 
responsible for PKK 
actions

News & Analysis Turkey

Washington

O 

ne of the West’s largest 
Islamic centres is about 
to open near Washing-
ton. The project, funded 
by the Turkish govern-

ment, also highlights its apparent 
new desire to define the narrative 
of Islam in America.

The Diyanet Center of America is 
in the middle class suburb of Lan-
ham, MD, a short drive from the 
US Capitol. US President Barack 
Obama is expected to attend the 
centre’s inaugural event in autumn, 
according to Turkish officials.

Diyanet boasts a fresh approach 
to Islam in America: It houses 
Turkish baths, a sports facility that 
includes an aquatic centre and out-
door tennis courts. The $100 mil-
lion centre can accommodate doz-
ens of overnight guests in serviced 
apartments and traditional Turkish 
houses that overlook the 16th-cen-
tury Ottoman-style mosque amid 
manicured grounds.

“American community, not just 
Muslims, are the target of our 
centre because American society 
needs to learn Islam in the best and 
right way and recognise Islam in a 
true and aesthetic way. We’d like to 
show the people the smiling face of 

Islam here,” said Yasar Colak, the 
social and religious affairs coun-
sellor at the Turkish Embassy and 
a trained theologian. He met The 
Arab Weekly at Diyanet.

Until now, the main internation-
al influencers of Islam in America 
have been Iran and Saudi Arabia 
and its neighbours, who usually 
adhere to more strict interpreta-
tions of Islam.

In many US mosques, worship-
pers can choose to follow sharia 
law even when the outcome is un-
recognised by US law, such as in 
cases of polygamy and child cus-
tody. It is possible, for example, 
for a Muslim man to marry up to 
four wives, when only one wife is 
registered with US authorities and 
the other marriages the product 
of a verbal nikah contract negoti-
ated at the local mosque. This of-
ten creates legal complications for 
the polygamous families and their 
children when it comes to matters 
of divorce and custody. These sorts 
of things will not occur at Diyanet, 
which adheres to Turkey’s schools 
of jurisprudence and contempo-
rary traditions in the practice of 
Sunni Islam. Polygamy, for exam-
ple, is illegal in Turkey.

“In Turkey, we’ve been develop-
ing a kind of understanding of Is-
lam based on tolerance, away from 
extremism. So I think the whole 
world needs our own interpreta-
tion of Islam,” said Colak.

For centuries, Turkey has devel-
oped jurisprudence in accordance 
with the Hanafi and Shafi’i schools, 
considered liberal approaches 
within the Sunni tradition. Extrem-
ist ideology usually derives from a 
more narrow interpretation of Is-
lam, such as Saudi Arabia’s Wah-

habi thought or the more general 
Salafi approach.

The United States’ more con-
servative mosques often cater to 
the diaspora community in which 
parents are desperate to teach their 
children Arabic and other native 
tongues. But some in the diaspora 
communities resent that language 
classes are sometimes infused with 
religious teachings that contra-
dict the parents’ relatively liberal 
worldview, creating an issue that 
Diyanet also plans to address.

“If you offer a class to teach Ara-
bic, you have to teach Arabic only. 
You should not impose your un-
derstanding of Islam. Otherwise, 
you’re exploiting people,” said 
Colak. He added that the centre 
will offer language classes using a 

secular curriculum, separate from 
Islamic studies classes, which will 
also be offered. A more ambitious 
plan for the near future includes 
training American imams to serve 
Muslim communities around the 
country and empowering them to 
issue fatwas in accordance with 
Turkey’s more contemporary inter-
pretation of Islamic law. 

Diyanet will work with Zaytuna 
College, the United States’ first 
accredited Muslim liberal arts col-
lege, co-founded by prominent 
Islamic scholars Shaykh Hamza 
Yusuf and Zaid Shakir. The college 
offers a unique curriculum com-
bining in-depth Islamic history and 
Western traditions.

A similar Turkish Islamic centre 
was opened in Tokyo and a smaller 

one in Germany, both also built by 
the Turkish government.

Asked if this is the first step to-
wards building other centres and 
exporting a Turkish style of Islam 
to the world, ostensibly competing 
with Saudi Arabia and Iran, Colak 
demurred. 

“Of course we’d like to do similar 
ones in other cities but that doesn’t 
mean we’re exporting our ideol-
ogy,” he said. “But we wish that 
people living across the world have 
a chance to learn our own under-
standing and practice and experi-
ence, developed throughout the 
centuries in Turkey.”

Rasha Elass is Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

Turkey to open major Islamic centre near Washington
Rasha Elass

The view inside Diyanet mosque, built in 16th century Ottoman design.
(Photos courtesy of Diyanet Center of America’s Facebook page)

centre can 
accommodate dozens 
of overnight guests

The $100 million

Kurdish  mourners gather for the funerals of people killed during clashes between Turkish forces and 
militants of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) in the Kurdish-majority city of Cizre, on September 13th.

24%
of Turks asked said 
they would neither 
allow their daughter 
to marry a Kurd
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Washington

T 

he debate about the Iran 
nuclear deal had focused 
on terms of the agreement 
and whether it would sur-
vive a US congressional 

vote in the face of intense opposi-
tion. Now that the deal is assured 
of survival in Congress, the focus is 
now on the day after.

On that front, the most impor-
tant question is: What kind of Iran 
will this deal produce? Will the 
agreement moderate the Iranian 
regime’s regional ambitions? How 
will it affect the Iranian economy? 
Will it prove a shot in the arm to the 
democratisation process?

The only thing people agree on is 
that it is a “transformational deal of 
a transformational moment” in the 
words of David Rothkopf, editor of 
Foreign Policy magazine.

Opponents of the deal, even 
though they want to kill it, at the 
same time want to use it to foster 
regime change. 

They regard Washington’s failure 
to support the Green revolution 
street protests in Iran in 2009 as a 
missed opportunity.

Proponents of the deal, led by 
US President Barack Obama, say it 
is a good agreement regardless of 
the nature of the Iranian regime. 
As Obama said in an interview with 
the New York Times: “We are not 
measuring this deal by whether it 
is changing the regime inside Iran.”

But whether or not they admit it 
publicly, hoping for a new Iran to 

emerge as a result of the country’s 
deeper integration with the inter-
national community is on every-
body’s mind. Obama administra-
tion officials say they hope and 
expect the deal will change Iran.

US Secretary of State John Kerry, 
who might know the Iranian re-
gime better than anyone in Wash-
ington after spending two years in 
negotiation with its members, has 
more openly expressed hope that 
the agreement will help change Iran 
from within.

Does this mean that democracy 
will flourish in Iran as soon as the 
country opens up and that the 
mullahs will fade into the sunset? 
Hardly.

Nobody is talking about a realis-
tic prospect for Iranian democracy 
in the near future.

Two more realistic models are 
offered when talking about the fu-
ture of Iran. One is the Soviet Union 
after its collapse at the end of the 
Gorbachev era. The other is the Chi-
nese model: economic openness 
with continued political repression 
inside and projection of power in 
the region.

Those who lean to the idea that 
Iran offers a potential Soviet model 
say the nuclear deal presents an 
opportunity to change the regime. 
Benjamin Weinthal, of the Founda-
tion for the Defense of Democracy, 
argues that the United States should 
“replicate the US position towards 
the solidarity movement in Poland” 
in the 1980s. “The deal may have 
just bought us ten years to get rid of 
this vile regime,” he said.

Others, however, say the deal 
may allow Iranian hardliners to 
cement their grip on power, politi-
cally and financially. 

Aaron David Miller of the Wood-
row Wilson International Center 
wrote that “the supreme leader 
doesn’t see a nuclear agreement as 
a pathway to letting go of power but 
as a way of enhancing it and secur-
ing the revolution”.

The strong grip on power main-
tained by the regime discards the 

possibility that it will collapse as 
soon as the first business deal is 
signed in Tehran — there will be 
nothing resembling the fall of the 
Berlin Wall. Nader Hashemi of the 
University of Denver argues that 
the prospect for democratic politi-
cal change is limited.

 He said the “Arab spring” and the 
subsequent turmoil and collapse 
of a number of Arab countries has 
“scared the Iranians from change 
and led some people to think 
change might lead to disaster”.

The regime also benefited from 
the confrontation with the West 
over the nuclear issue, a confronta-
tion that fuelled the nationalist sen-
timent and has led even the oppo-
nents of the regime to support the 
nuclear deal.

So is the China model a better fit 
for Iran? Moustapha Hafs, a Leba-
nese activist and researcher who 
lived in Iran and speaks Farsi, says 
it does not apply. “While China is 
an engine, Iran is a consumer,” Hafs 
said. “And while it is buying from 
the world, it will remain under the 
control of outside multinationals.”

Hafs says that democratisation in 
Iran can only come through the end 
of ideological authority. 

In his assessment, the current re-
gime “does not represent more than 
18% of the Iranian people; the rest, 
or 50% at least, shop in Dubai”.

Many Iranians are hoping that the 
ideological grip of the regime will 
unclench as the end of sanctions 
brings a much-desired period of 
prosperity. Iranian reformists hope 

that job creation and a better stand-
ard of living might lead to political 
openness and improved human 
rights.

After 30 years in power and after 
extending its sphere of influence 
throughout much of the Middle 
East, it is hard to believe that the 
Iranian regime will fold and clear 
the way for a new generation of 
Iranians who believe in democratic 
ideals.

Change will not come easy in 
Iran. As Gerald Seib of the Wall 
Street Journal wrote: “History 
shows revolutionary regimes don’t 
die easily.”

Amal Mudallali is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

Will the nuclear agreement change Iran?
Amal Mudallali

Beyond consumer products. An Iranian truck driver delivering soft drink to shops in Tehran, last 
August.

The strong grip on 
power maintained by 
the regime discards 
the possibility that it 
will collapse as soon 
as the first business 
deal is signed
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The bridled expectations of Iran’s reformists

F 

ifteen years ago, on 
September 21, 2000, 
Iran’s president 
appealed to the UN 
General Assembly for a 
“dialogue between 

civilisations”. Mohammad 
Khatami was at his peak, three 
years before the Bush administra-
tion ignored Iran’s faxed appeal 
for a “grand bargain”.

After Khatami’s re-election in 
2001, his administration faltered in 
the face of conservative opposition 
to his reforms and as millions of 
Iranians facing economic problems 
lost patience with demands for 
social freedom from the middle 
classes. After two terms Khatami 
was ineligible for the 2005 presi-
dential election, which was won 
by the fundamentalist Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad on a slogan of “put-
ting the oil money on the sofreh” 
(the mat on which poorer Iranians 
sit to dine).

It is tempting today to see 
Khatami as vindicated by July’s 
nuclear agreement between Iran 
and world powers. And while the 
former president has spent his 
time mainly working quietly in 
his foundations (including the 
Foundation for Dialogue among 
Cultures and Civilisations), he 

helped elect Hassan Rohani as 

president in 2013 by persuading 
Mohammad Reza Aref, first vice-
president 2001-05, to withdraw in 
Rohani’s favour.

Rohani’s cabinet has many faces 
from the Khatami era. Bijan Nam-
dar Zanganeh has returned as oil 
minister; Mohammad Javad Zarif, 
foreign minister, was UN ambassa-
dor in the later years of Khatami’s 
presidency; and Masoumeh Ebt-
ekar, one of Khatami’s vice-pres-
idents, is Rohani’s vice-president 
responsible for the environment.

This has encouraged reformists 
to expect renewal of the Khatami 
agenda of liberalisation and clip-
ping the powers of unelected bod-
ies and organisations.

But many analysts are cautious. 
“Rohani has made clear he wants 
some changes in political and cul-
tural arenas but in Iran everything 
is contested and nothing happens 
quickly,” said Farideh Farhi, of the 
University of Hawaii.

“Give and take is part of the 
Iranian political system as much 
as in the US, UK or other contested 
polities. The nuclear agreement 
has strengthened his hand but 
has not removed other forces who 
think differently about how Iran 
should be run and which domestic 
policies to pursue.”

The February 2016 parliamen-
tary elections should strengthen 
the president’s hand. “The general 
expectation is indeed for a more 
supportive parliament, one that’s 
not so shaped by a hard-line 
minority that has managed to 
challenge the government well 
beyond the power their numbers 
would suggest,” said Farhi. “Many 
of these loud hardliners are from 

Tehran and both the reformist and 
centrist strategy is to ensure they 
don’t come back.”

The reformists, most of whose 
candidates are likely to be barred 
from the election by the watchdog 
Guardian Council, have trimmed 
their expectations. Mohammad-
Reza Khatami, younger brother of 
the former president and ex-gen-
eral secretary of the suspended re-
formist party Mosharekat, recently 
urged patience. “Young activists, 
young people, parties, journalists, 
have more chance to do every-
thing that they want (since Rohani 
became president),” he said. “The 
red lines are still there, but some… 
have been pushed back… With the 
passing of time, we’re optimistic 
that many things will be changed.”

A comprehensive “dialogue 
between civilisations” is no more 
likely than rapid liberalisation.

Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, the 
supreme leader, has made clear 
the July 14th nuclear agreement 
does not necessarily mean wider 
rapprochement with the United 
States. Suspicion of the West is 
ingrained not just among funda-
mentalists. Resistance to Western 
cultural influence is important 
to many clerics and is inculcated 
throughout education and net-
works such as the Basij militia. 

Further, Rohani is a pragmatist 
who realises that governing suc-
cessfully requires maintaining a 
broad consensus within the politi-
cal class, including the clerics.

“Even if Rohani has a more sup-
portive parliament, we shouldn’t 
expect fundamental changes,” a 
Tehran-based Iranian journalist 
said. “Don’t forget he’s been the 

representative of Ayatollah Khame-
nei in the Supreme Council for 
National Security for 16 years and 
is a conservative figure, rather than 
a reformist one, as many Khatami-
oriented and Khatami-loving 
people claim.” The journalist 
insisted Rohani would focus on the 
economy. “He will work to remove 
economic obstacles in the way of 
the Islamic Republic of Iran. These 
include sanctions but it could 
also include opposition figures, 
students or whoever. In a nutshell, 
he’ll clean the country of the pollu-
tion of the Ahmadinejad years and 
give it back to his supreme leader.”

Rohani’s “dialogue between civi-
lisations” may concentrate, then, 
on attracting foreign investment 
capital. 

While ministers talk of 50-50 
partnerships with overseas com-
panies, it would be hard for Tehran 
to raise domestically, for example, 
half the $200 billion envisaged for 
investment in oil and gas.

A shortage of domestic funds 
— especially private-sector funds 
— means that in the eight years 
since Khamenei ruled in favour 
of privatising most state-owned 
industries, offerings have mostly 
transferred shares to quasi-state 
bodies or pension funds. Khatami 
envisaged a dialogue with diplo-
mats, intellectuals and professors. 
Rohani may seek rather a dialogue 
with business leaders, energy ma-
jors and banks.

Gareth Smyth has covered Middle 
Eastern affairs for 20 years and 
was chief correspondent for the 
Financial Times in Iran from 
2003-07.

Gareth 
Smyth
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New British Labour Party leader promises ‘change’

London

J 

eremy Corbyn promised a 
new kind of politics as he 
took over Britain’s main op-
position party, seeking to 
revitalise Labour after a dis-

astrous performance during the 
general election in June.

Seen as a longshot to win election 
to head his party, Corbyn succeeded 
in becoming the Labour Party lead-
er with a message of “change” that 
captured popular interest. Tens of 
thousands of disenchanted voters 
returned to the party or joined for 
the first time to vote for him.

Corbyn swept into office on Sep-
tember 12th with a massive popular 
mandate, winning nearly 59.9% of 
first-preference votes. The 66-year-
old is the oldest leader of a major 
UK political party in 35 years and 
has a reputation as a rebel, voting 
against his own party leadership 
more than 500 times since being 
elected to parliament in 1983.

“During this amazing three 
months our party has changed. We 
have grown enormously; we have 
grown enormously because of the 
hopes of so many ordinary people 
for a different Britain, a better Brit-
ain, a more equal Britain, a more 
decent Britain. They are fed up with 
the inequality, the injustice, the un-
necessary poverty; all those issues 
have brought people in, in a spirit of 
hope and optimism,” he said in his 
election speech.

Addressing Labour members, 
new and returned, who helped 

propel him to victory, Corbyn said: 
“Welcome to our party. Welcome to 
our movement. And I say to those 
returning to the party, who were in 
it before and felt disillusioned and 
went away: ‘Welcome back. Wel-
come home.’”

Immediately showing the kind of 
party leader he plans to be, Corbyn, 
a vocal critic of Britain’s refugee 
policy, left the podium to attend a 

“Solidarity with Refugees” rally in 
London.

“Corbyn has been a friend of the 
Muslim community for decades. 
He has very good ties with all sec-
tions of the Muslim community and 
he’s paid for it, especially his advo-
cacy for the Palestinians against 
Israel. He’s been subject to a lot of 
smear attacks because of that,” said 
Roshan Muhammed Salih, editor of 
British Muslim news website 5Pil-
lars.

“British Muslims have tradition-
ally been Labour voters but they’ve 
deserted the party over the last ten 
years, mainly because of the Iraq 
war. Most British Muslims are quite 
disenfranchised and so what they 
want is a Labour leader that will 

represent the masses, the work-
ing classes domestically, and they 
want a leader that will not be a war-
monger when it comes to foreign 
policy.”

Corbyn comes into office at a time 
when British Prime Minister David 
Cameron is considering air strikes in 
Syria, facing a major refugee crisis 
as a result of conflict in the Middle 
East and seeking to renegotiate Brit-
ain’s membership in the European 
Union.

But Corbyn and Labour face a 
tough task heading off the Conserv-
ative government, which enjoys a 
strong majority in parliament, with 
questions remaining as to whether 
the new party leader — an arch lib-
eral — will seek to direct the party 
left or moderate his views. Corbyn 
has famously called for dismantling 
Britain’s Trident nuclear missile 
system as well as for wanting the 
United Kingdom to leave NATO, a 
stance his deputy Tom Watson op-
poses.

Ed Miliband, the party leader dur-
ing the 2015 electoral defeat, called 
on Labour to unite behind Corbyn. 
“Jeremy has won a very clear vic-
tory,” Miliband said. “I believe we 
should respect that mandate. Right 
across our party, they voted for Jer-
emy Corbyn. It’s a massive opportu-
nity for our party.”

Corbyn named his shadow cabi-
net on September 14th, appoint-
ing defeated leadership candidate 
Andy Burnham as shadow home 
secretary. His decision to appoint 
left-wing MP John McDonnell as 
shadow chancellor was met with 
discontent in some corners of the 
party.

Corbyn’s election is expected to 
have major repercussions on Brit-
ish domestic policy but his foreign 
policy views are also well known 
and many analysts expect him to 
challenge Cameron on a number of 
issues.

“One of the first big foreign pol-
icy tests in the Commons will be 
the government’s planned vote 
on [Royal Air Force] air strikes in 
Syria. Again, it is hard to envisage 
Corbyn’s Labour doing anything 
other than voting against, given he 
has repeatedly said bombing will 
not help resolve the crisis,” Ewen  
MacAskill, defence and intelligence 
correspondent for Britain’s Guard-
ian, wrote in the newspaper.

“It is clear that the prime minister 
will soon again be asking us to bomb 
Syria. That won’t help refugees; it 
will create more,” Corbyn warned 
on his second day as Labour leader.

Cameron, pointing to Corbyn’s 
anti-war sensibilities, claimed on 
September 13th on Twitter, “the 
Labour Party is now a threat to our 
national security, our economic se-
curity and your family’s security”.

Defence Secretary Michael Fallon 
and Justice Secretary Michael Gove 
repeated the warning, indicating a 
stance that will likely be a key part 
of the Conservative party’s strategy 
on how to deal with Corbyn.

Mahmud el-Shafey

Leftist politics. The newly elected leader of Britain’s opposition 
Labour Party, Jeremy Corbyn, addresses a pro-refugee rally in cen-
tral London on September 12, 2015.
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Britain indicates new approach in Syria
London

B 

ritish Prime Minister Da-
vid Cameron has indi-
cated a radical shift in the 
United Kingdom’s policy 
towards Syria after au-

thorising drone strikes against Brit-
ish citizens fighting for the Islamic 
State (ISIS) amid reports that the 
government has a “kill list” con-
taining names of British nationals 
fighting abroad.

British citizens Reyaad Khan 
and Ruhul Amin were killed in a 
British drone strike on August 21st 
near Raqqa in Syria, Cameron an-
nounced on September 7th. This 
was the first time the government 
admitted to targeting British citi-
zens in a foreign country.

The killings were authorised by 
Britain’s National Security Coun-
cil, with Cameron conceding that a 
“number of individuals” were iden-
tified as posing a threat to British 
national security.

Cameron said the strikes were 
legally justified under Article 51 of 
the UN Charter, which provides the 
basis for nations to defend them-
selves against imminent attack. 
Although parliament has not au-
thorised air strikes in Iraq, the UK 
government contends that this was 
not required as the drone hits were 
acts of self-defence.

Speaking before parliament on 
September 8th, Cameron said 
Khan and Amin had been directing 
planned terrorist attacks against 
Britain. “We should be under no 
illusion. Their intention was the 
murder of British citizens. So on 
this occasion we ourselves took ac-
tion,” he said.

One day later, Cameron told MPs 
that Britain has no choice but to use 

“hard military force” in Syria to de-
feat ISIS.

“Assad has to go, ISIS has to go 
and some of that will require not 
just spending money, not just aid, 
not just diplomacy but it will on oc-
casion require hard military force,” 
Cameron said, referring to Syrian 
President Bashar Assad.

Senior UK ministers defended 
the government’s new stance 
in Syria. Defence Secretary Mi-
chael Fallon said the government 
“wouldn’t hesitate” to carry out 
drone strikes against British jihad-
ists abroad, while Foreign Secretary 
Philip Hammond said that it was 
“incoherent” to carry out air strikes 
against ISIS in Iraq but not Syria.

However, the government came 
under fire from opponents from 
two directions for carrying out 

strikes in Syria that parliament had 
not authorised and for targeting 
Britons abroad. Cameron has re-
fused to release the legal advice the 
government used to carry out the 
air strikes.

Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn, 
who voted against air strikes in 
Iraq, criticised the government’s 
killing of the jihadists. “The prime 
minister has some very difficult 
questions to answer about the le-

gality of what he did,” he said.
Human rights group Rights 

Watch (UK) called for the govern-
ment to publish the legal advice on 
which it based its decision to order 
the drone strike.

“These strikes set a dangerous 
precedent for UK government ac-
tivity. The UK government can now 
kill at will with no oversight. If the 
only oversight for these actions is 
internal confidential government 
legal advice, which the British pub-
lic never gets to see, that is no over-
sight at all,” said Yasmine Ahmed, 
director of Rights Watch (UK).

Reports of a government “kill 
list” raised questions about wheth-
er Cameron intends to pursue a 
harder line on ISIS. 

“It appears that the UK is adopt-
ing a broader and more expansive 

vision of what the right of self-
defence means, which connects 
to the approach taken by the US in 
its ‘global war on terror’,” Philippe 
Sands QC, a professor of law at Uni-
versity College London, told Brit-
ain’s Guardian newspaper.

“It appears to be a departure from 
established British practice in the 
use of force in self-defence.”

Legal expert David Allen Green 
also raised concerns about the le-
gality of the drone attack in an 
article in the Financial Times. “Ar-
ticle 51 is not a general ‘licence to 
kill’ terrorists on sight wherever in 
the world they may be found,” he 
wrote.

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

Mahmud el-Shafey

Shoot to kill. A 2014 jihadist propaganda picture shows British jihadists Reyaad Khan (L), Abu Muthanna al-Yemeni (C), and Ruhul Amin (R).
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Majority of French support sending troops to 
Syria but politicians are wary

Paris

A 

majority of the French 
respondents to a recent 
poll expressed sup-
port for sending French 
ground troops to Syria to 

fight the Islamic State (ISIS).
The Ifop poll, conducted for Le 

Journal du Dimanche and released 

on Septem-
ber 13th, indicated that 

56% of respondents fa-
vour sending French ground troops 
to Syria as part of an international 
coalition force. A slightly larger per-
centage of the French reached by 
pollsters — 58% — said that it was 
possible to defeat ISIS militarily. 
However, only 48% said they be-
lieve that a foreign force alone can 
do the job.

The poll results may reflect anxi-
ety over terrorism in the wake of 
the foiled attack on the Thalys high-
speed train in August, the latest in a 
string of terror attacks in or directed 
at France in which the perpetrators 

had connections with Syria. Ayoub 
el-Khazzani, the suspect in the 

Thalys attack, had recently 
travelled to Syria. The 

ongoing migrant 
crisis also 
may have 

contributed 
to a greater will-

ingness to seek a military 
solution in Syria, as the French 
public may have concluded that the 
migrant flow would continue until 
the conflict in Syria was directly ad-
dressed.

French President François Hol-
lande, however, prior to the poll’s 
release, called the prospect of 
sending French troops to Syria “ir-
responsible” and “unrealistic”. He 
said French troops would be seen 
as an occupation force and that 
the Syrian opposition and regional 

states should wage the ground war 
against ISIS. The Élysée Palace had 
no immediate reaction to the poll.

Many experts agree with Hol-
lande. Political scientist Pierre Ra-
zoux points out that “Daesh [the Ar-
abic acronym for ISIS] only dreams 
of a foreign intervention on the 
ground so it can raise the banner of 
resistance to the new crusade”.

Hollande has ordered the French 
Air Force to conduct reconnais-
sance flights over Syria to assess the 
viability of joining the US-led air 
campaign against ISIS. Until now, 
the French Air Force has attacked 
ISIS targets in Iraq but not in Syria. 
France has been reluctant to ex-
pand its air campaign against ISIS to 
Syria for fear that doing so may in-
advertently help the Syrian regime 
of Bashar Assad. 

Paris has demanded the removal 
of Assad.

Conservative opposition leaders 
have expressed reservations about 
Hollande’s approach, while not call-
ing for an outright intervention. “To 
say that we can send jets but have 
no one on the ground is a lie,” said 
former president Nicolas Sarkozy 
in an interview with French media. 

“The air force is blind without ex-
perts on the ground to identify tar-
gets and avoid collateral damage.”

Sarkozy added: “No one is talking 
of French infantry on the ground 
but you cannot win this war with-
out soldiers on the ground.”

Sarkozy said it was possible “to 
defeat Daesh in a few months if the 
right means are there”.

Another conservative politician, 
Pierre Lellouche, a former mem-
ber of the government and expert 
on military affairs, said he opposes 
French boots on the ground, say-
ing, “It is out of the question that 
we get involved in a civil war in the 
Arab world.” Lellouche suggested 
that Hollande “revise his diplomat-
ic strategy vis-à-vis Russia, Iran and 
Turkey”.

The Arab Weekly staff
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The debate over Iran is far from over in 
Washington

T 

he verdict is in and 
the US Congress did 
not have a say after 
all. It was a big fuss 
for nothing: 59 days 
of a hot Iranian 

summer in Washington packed 
with millions of dollars and 
countless speeches. In the end, 
US President Barack Obama 
scored a victory by merely 
standing his ground on the 
nuclear deal with Iran.

Beneath all the arguments over 
eight weeks, the only motiva-
tional question on both sides of 
the political aisle was whether 
Iran should be engaged or 
perpetually antagonised. It was 
not about enriched uranium or 
centrifuges; it was about 
whether the United States 
should recognise Iran as a 
regional power, despite its 
behaviour.

Republican leaders had nine 
days after a lengthy summer 
recess to make their point ahead 
of a September 17th deadline. 
They formulated a strategy to 
speed the disapproval resolution 
through the House of Represent-
atives before crashing into the 
Democrats’ threat of a filibuster 
in the Senate. But right-wing 
attacks on House leader John 
Boehner derailed the plan.

The measure to stop the 
agreement had to pass both 
houses of Congress before being 
sent to Obama, who had prom-
ised to veto it. Four out of 44 
Democratic senators and 25 out 
of 188 Democratic House 
members defied the White 
House, but 61 votes are required 
to stop a filibuster in the 
100-member Senate.

Obama had battled on the 
Iranian issue with Israeli Prime 

Minister Binyamin Netanyahu 
— via Republicans in Congress 
— since November 2013, when 

the interim agreement between 
the P5+1 and Iran was signed 
three months into Iranian 
President Hassan Rohani’s 
administration.

The fight became ugly earlier 
this year. An open letter to 
Iranian leaders sent on March 9th 
by 47 Republican senators was 
seen as an insult to the White 
House. Then, Republicans 
invited Netanyahu to address 
Congress without informing the 
administration. Obama 
responded by vowing to veto any 
disapproval by Congress and 
circulating a draft ratifying the 
deal in the UN Security Council 
before distributing copies of the 
deal to Congress.

Obama was invested personally 
in the nuclear deal and reached 
out to Democrats in Congress like 
never before. An in-depth 
communication plan was created 
by the White House and Obama 
galvanised the liberal base to 
rescue an anti-war president. The 
influential left-wing organisation 
MoveOn.org pledged to withhold 
campaign contributions from 

Democrats who did not support 
the deal.

The pro-Israel lobby, American 
Israel Public Affairs Committee 
(AIPAC), which had tried not to 
pick a fight with the Obama 
White House for six years, opted 
to utilise its resources to defeat 
Obama’s main foreign policy 
priority, spending more than $30 
million in a massive campaign to 
pressure Democratic voters in 
Congress, mainly Jewish mem-
bers or members with large 
Jewish constituencies, to 
abandon the nuclear deal.

After decades of claiming to be 
working a bipartisan agenda, 
AIPAC became entangled in a 
partisan fight. In the end, 19 of 28 
Jewish members of Congress, all 
Democrats, supported the deal. 
But the damage left by Netan-
yahu and AIPAC on the strained 
US-Israeli relationship and the 
divisiveness of the Jewish-Ameri-
can community will last beyond 
the vote. Some of AIPAC’s myth 
of invincibility has vanished on 
the heels of the Iran vote in 
Congress.

The Iran nuclear deal is the 
new Obamacare for Republicans 
and they will keep trying to 
undermine it. The bulk of the 
executive orders that will be 
released by the Obama adminis-
tration in the coming months 
concern the activities of non-US 
companies and banks dealing 
with Iran. The issue of US 
investment in Iran was never on 
the table. Rather, it is about the 
United States letting other 
countries do business in Iran 
without being punished by the 
US. Executive orders do not 
require congressional approval.

Republican members of 
Congress will continue to be 
creative in proposing sanctions 
that could circumvent the 
nuclear deal. Easing sanctions 
related to the Iranian nuclear 
programme while sustaining or 
expanding those related to 
terrorism and human rights will 
be a balancing act and one that 
the next administration — espe-
cially if it is a Republican one — 
could use to put pressure on Iran. 
The prevailing concern is that 
once European countries become 
more involved in doing business 
with Iran, they will have less 
motivation to pressure Tehran on 
nuclear inspection. The United 
States cannot act unilaterally. 
This is the reality the next US 
president will face during the 
first month in office, when US 
congressional sanctions on Iran 
expire in January 2017.

The Iran deal is meant to be a 
key part of Obama’s foreign 
policy legacy. It is a gamble that 
has the potential to be a travesty. 
The legacy of the Iran deal largely 
rests on what the next US 
president will do and how the 
Iranians will react. The 2016 US 
presidential campaigns, which 
already are under way, and the 
apparent readiness of the 
pro-Israel lobby to continue the 
fight ensure that the debate over 
the Iran deal is far from over in 
Washington.

Joe Macaron is an independent 
writer and political analyst in 
Washington. Follow him on 
Twitter: @macaronjoe.
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Campaign issue. A rally against the Iran nuclear deal in Washington,
on September 9th.
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Lone wolves the new face of terror
Beirut

A 

l-Qaeda leader Ayman 
al-Zawahiri has called 
on Muslims living in the 
West to carry out “lone-
wolf” attacks, particu-

larly in the United States, in what 
appears to be a bid by the veteran 
Egyptian militant to reclaim the 
group’s primary status in the jihad-
ist pantheon that has been usurped 
by the Islamic State (ISIS).

But his call, in an audio record-
ing posted online on September 
13th, rings alarms in Europe where 
there has been a surge of attacks by 
“lone wolves”, veterans of jihad-
ist wars or disaffected young men 
radicalised by social media who 
have responded to calls to become 
mass murderers in a conflict that 
knows no boundaries.

An attack by heavily armed Mo-
roccan gunman Ayoub el-Khazzani 
aboard a French high-speed train 
on August 21st was thwarted by 
passengers who probably averted 
a bloodbath.

But there are many more like 
Khazzani out there and it was to 
them who Zawahiri appealed when 
he declared: “I call on all Muslims 
who can harm the countries of the 
crusader coalition not to hesitate. 
We must now focus on moving the 
war to the heart of the homes and 
cities of the crusader West and spe-
cifically America.”

In early August, one of the sons 
of al-Qaeda founder Osama bin 
Laden, Hamza, called for “lone-
wolf” attacks in Washington, Paris 
and Tel Aviv. “This is your duty,” 
he declared in a video message.

Most lone-wolf attacks are those 
carried out by individuals with no 

known links to terrorist organi-
sations and therefore are much 
more likely to evade detection 
by security services trawling the 
blogosphere seeking “chatter” that 
might point to plots being hatched.

But even if they are on security 
watch lists, as Khazzani was as he 
had been to Syria, they can some-
times get past over-stretched secu-
rity services.

These are the hardest terrorist 
operations to defend against. Time 
and again single plotters have 
pulled off devastating attacks that 
seemingly came out of nowhere.

A Kuwaiti-born Palestinian gun-
man with an AK-47 killed four US 
Marines and a US Navy sailor in 
Chattanooga, Tennessee, on July 
16th. Mohammad Youssuf Abdula-
zeez, who died in a shoot-out with 
police, was the nightmare of se-
curity services all over the world: 
a disaffected, marginalised loner 
who decided to attack society, 
someone with an ordinary fam-
ily background, faceless, everyday, 
outwardly normal, not connected 
to any known extremist group and 
thus not dependent on it for exper-
tise, training or support.

US Representative Michael Mc-
Caul, R-Texas and chairman of the 
House Homeland Security Com-
mittee, said the Chattanooga kill-
ings were inspired by ISIS. US in-
vestigators have found no direct 
link to the group but its mastery 
of the blogosphere and its proven 
ability to radicalise and manipu-
late some Muslims, particularly 
dissident and alienated young, 
into embracing its murderous ide-
ology make it a likely culprit.

“What keeps me up at night is 
the case we don’t know about,” 
McCaul confessed. “This is the 
event we’ve been most worried 
about and then it happened.”

The June 26th slaughter of 38 
European tourists on a crowded 
Tunisian beach by a lone ISIS gun-
man, Seifeddine Rezgui, indicates 
that ISIS and probably others are 
training radicalised Muslims for 
what are essentially suicide lone-
wolf missions.

Rezgui, a former engineering 
student, was killed by police. Tuni-
sian authorities said he was trained 

in Libya. The rise in lone-wolf at-
tacks and the encouragement 
provided by ISIS and others stem 
in large part from the jihadists’ 
inability to replicate the carnage 
of 9/11 because of the vast global 
counterterrorism operations that 
attack triggered.

“It’s currently the threat that 
we’re worrying about in the home-
land most of all,” FBI Director 
James Comey admitted in early 
August.

There are more than 21,000 
English-language Twitter accounts 
affiliated with ISIS alone, he said, 
and many of the account-holders 
may be living in the United States. 
“We’re facing smaller-scale attacks 
that are harder to detect, day to 
day to day,” Comey said.

The concept of individual jihad 
— or “leaderless resistance” — was 
first formulated by jihadist mili-
tary theoretician Abu Musab al-
Suri, a red-haired, blue-eyed Syr-
ian, when he grasped the success 
the Americans and their allies were 
having against al-Qaeda’s network 
in the aftermath of the 9/11 car-
nage.

Suri’s blueprint for a campaign 
of “individual jihad” in the United 
States and Europe was articulated 
in A Call to a Global Islamic Re-
sistance, a 1,600-page manifesto 
published on the internet in 2005 
that spells out his strategy of self-
generating attacks by individuals 
or independent cells to replace the 
meticulously plotted mega-strikes 
that Osama bin Laden espoused 
and that led to big power offensives 
that crippled the original al-Qaeda.

James Bruce has written 
extensively on Middle Eastern 
security issues for publications 
such as Jane’s Intelligence Review 
and Jane’s Defence Weekly. He lives 
in Beirut.

Moroccan gunman Ayoub el-Khazzani is marched into a Paris 
courthouse in August.
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 What has changed since 9/11

F 

ourteen years after the 
terrorist attacks of 
September 11, 2001, 
the United States is 
facing a different sort 
of terror, buoyed by 

social media abroad and lax gun 
laws domestically.

Perhaps the biggest change is 
that jihadist groups no longer lurk 
in the shadows.

 On the eve of 9/11, relatively 
few people had heard of al-Qaeda 
or Osama bin Laden. Today, al-
Qaeda has its own branch in Syria, 
complete with territory it controls 
and a substantial online presence 
for recruitment and the dissemi-
nation of propaganda.

Islamic State (ISIS), the group 
that puts al-Qaeda to shame with 
its brutality, has become even 
more ubiquitous, with people 
across the world acting as a hor-
rified audience to it crimes or in 
some cases potential recruits. 
This has become the new reality 
of terrorism, according to Wil-
liam McCants, director of the US 

relations with the Islamic World 

programme at the Brookings 
Institution.

“The combination of holding 
territory, combined with social 
media, has markedly changed 
the nature of terrorism,” McCants 
said. McCants is the author of the 
forthcoming book The ISIS Apoca-
lypse: The History, Strategy, and 
Doomsday Vision of the Islamic 
State.

ISIS has at times managed to 
increase its territory seemingly 
overnight but McCants said ISIS 
is “not an immediate threat to the 
US or the West”.

He echoes a common senti-
ment among Washington analysts 
who say ISIS is mainly focused 
on building a caliphate in Syria, 
Iraq and other parts of the region. 
Attacking the West remains low 
among its priorities.

“Of course, ISIS inspires fol-
lowers anywhere in the world 
to attack Western interests in its 
name. But damage from such 
attacks is relatively small and it’s 
very different from attributing ISIS 
resources to the planning and car-
rying out of an attack on the scale 
of 9/11,” McCants said.

 “Though, of course, this may 
change at any time.”

Some security experts said the 
heightened state of security in the 
United States over the past decade 
and a half had made it impossi-
ble for a terrorist group to plan a 
large-scale attack, even when the 

heightened security is not all that 
it appears to be.

One security expert, speaking 
on condition of anonymity, said 
his firm continuously tests for 
weak points in airport security 
around the United States and had 
found many.

“In our last test, many airports 
failed because we were able to 
smuggle all sorts of explosives 
onto airlines,” he said. “Why ter-
rorists haven’t taken advantage 
of this? I say they simply haven’t 
tried.”

Perhaps more ironic is that 14 
years into the war on terror, it is a 
terror group, ISIS, that has man-
aged to hijack US policies in the 
Middle East.

This is most evident in Syria, 
where the US-led coalition against 
ISIS finds itself sharing a common 
enemy with Jabhat al-Nusra, al-
Qaeda’s affiliate in Syria. McCants 
points out that the US bombs 
Jabhat al-Nusra positions as well 
as those of ISIS but the focus on 
ISIS has detracted from the main 
regional issues, such as dealing 
with Bashar Assad’s regime, which 
US President Barack Obama called 
illegitimate more than four years 
ago.

The Obama administration 
launched a programme two years 
ago to recruit and train Syrian 
fighters. 

But it was aimed at fighting ISIS, 
not Assad’s troops, and Wash-

ington demanded fighters sign a 
pledge to this effect. The pledge 
drove away all but a handful of 
the Syrian recruits and the United 
States has made no changes to the 
programme.

“Nothing about that training 
programme makes sense to me,” 
said McCants. “The Syrian fighters 
were hell-bent on fighting Assad 
but the US shows up and makes 
them sign a pledge not to do that. 
Very bizarre.”

Many observers say the war 
on terror has blinded the United 
States to the rising and equally de-
structive forces of domestic terror, 
which has been manifesting lately 
in the guise of white supremacy 
or the “lone wolf” white male, 
helped by lax gun laws in many 
states.

Gun violence in the United 
States results in more than 30,000 
fatalities every year, according to 
the US Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention. 

McCants suggests that moving 
forward, perhaps America’s gun 
laws might be the next focus in 
the country’s “war on terror”.

“I expect to see many more 
shooting sprees, which are harder 
to stop than terrorist plots involv-
ing bombs. 

Guns are easy to get in Amer-
ica and jihadists have seen how 
shooting sprees can attract the 
media attention they crave just as 
well as a bomb can,” he said.

Rasha Elass

View point
14 years into 
the war on 
terror, it is a 
terror group, 
ISIS, that has 
managed to 
hijack US 
policies in 
the Middle 
East

Perhaps the biggest 
change is that jihadist 
groups no longer lurk in 
the shadows
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Jordan offers important programme for autistic children

Life is not easy for Hebron woman bus driver

Hebron, West Bank

I 

ntisar al-Halayqah becomes 
distraught recalling the 
daunting experience in 1998 
that forced her to obtain a li-
cence to operate a motor vehi-

cle in emergency situations.
Halayqah’s mother needed ur-

gent medical attention but nobody 
was home to help. The family car 
was parked outside the front door 
but she didn’t know how to drive. 
So she rushed to the street, hailed 
a taxi and rode in it with her moth-
er to a hospital.

Today, Halayqah, 46, drives 
buses and mini-trucks and plans 
to obtain a permit for driving trail-
ers. Her bold moves are rare in her 
conservative society, which bans 
mixing of the sexes in public, in-
cluding wedding celebrations and 
even extended family gatherings.

“People thought I’m crazy when 
they saw me driving a 55-passen-
ger bus,” Halayqah said. “Even 
tourists were running after the bus 
to take pictures of me.

“I broke all the taboos and de-
fied all the traditions but I had to 
break out of my shell and go free.”

Hebron, in the southern part of 
the West Bank, has a population of 
about 700,000. The residents are 
essentially of tribal descent and 
strictly observe conservative tra-
ditions that have died out in other 
West Bank cities such as Ramallah 
and Bethlehem.

In Hebron, coed sports are pro-
hibited. Boys are separated from 
girls in classrooms and lunch 
breaks once they reach the fifth 
grade. Swimming pools and gyms 
have different hours for male and 
female clientele.

Families force girls to marry the 
first prospective bridegroom, even 
if the couple is underage.

Despite the restrictions, there 
are a few women who made it in 

public life, including two women 
on the Hebron city council and a 
handful of rights activists.

Elsewhere in the West Bank, tra-
ditions are less strict. There are po-
licewomen and female surgeons, 
dentists, engineers and journal-
ists. Three women ministers serve 
in the Palestinian 17-member cabi-
net and 17 of the 132 legislators are 
women.

As for Palestinians who came 

under Israel’s administration 
when the Jewish state was es-
tablished in their homeland in 
British-mandate Palestine in 1948, 
Arab customs are maintained but 
conservatism generally dimin-
ished because of influence of the 
Israeli community.

Ramallah got its first female 
marriage registration chancellor 
in July. Despite the city’s relatively 
liberal society, the chancellor re-
ported hurdles, saying in a recent 
interview that she was “struggling 
for recognition”.

“Women in Hebron, like the 
rest of the Arab world, are practi-
cally second-class citizens with 
little rights and freedoms,” said 
Sahar al-Qawasmi, a women’s 
rights activist and president of the 
women’s group Roles for Societal 
Change.

“Women here suffer under the 
Israeli occupation and the hard-
ships it imposes on the Palestinian 
people at large as well as from our 
patriarchal society, which regards 
women as less qualified and less 
important than men,” she said.

Halayqah emphasised that she 
“went through pains to get to 
where I am today”.

“Being in a man’s world is a dif-
ficult chore,” she said.

“Back in the year 2000, when I 
used to drive my car, people used 
to give me dirty looks, with some 
laughing at or gossiping about 
me,” she said, recalling when she 
worked giving driving lessons.

In 2003, Halayqah got a licence 
to drive mini-trucks and small 
buses, but not from her town in 
eastern Hebron.

“Traffic officials cheated to have 
me fail the test at the motor vehi-
cle department,” she said. Alter-
nately, she was examined in Beth-
lehem and got her licence.

“That’s when people in my town 
went mad,” she said.

“They used to stop me to ask me 
why I took a man’s job and what 
do I get out of it. What counted for 
me is the unequivocal support I 
had from my family, including my 
brothers, who told me to do as I 
please as long as the job is clean.”

Halayqah’s idol is Nadia Sayed 
Ahmed, 47, widely known as Um 
Waseem, from Dura in southern 
Hebron. “I like her because she’s 
got guts,” Halayqah said. “She’s 
the first woman cab driver in He-
bron who didn’t care what people 
thought of her, bought a car and 
used it as a taxi to transport wom-
en only.” 

For Halayqah, the challenges are 
not over yet. “I still am looking for-
ward to get a licence to ride a mo-
torcycle,” she said.

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

Amman

C 

hildren with au-
tism in Jordan are 
interacting with 
horses to explore 
their connection 
with their sur-
roundings.

The method, 
established in 2010, is part of a na-
tional programme called Growing 
Together, supported by Princess 
Alia, the eldest half-sister of Jor-
danian King Abdullah II. Alia has 
a passion for horses and, besides 
overseeing the programme, has 
been providing the animals for 
psychotherapy.

Known as the Equine-Assisted 
Therapy (EAT), the project in-
volves equine activities, super-
vised by a trained therapist, with 
a patient and a horse. It promotes 
physical, occupational and 
emotional growth in people with 
mental or behavioural disorders, 
such as autism.

“My two gems, Mohammed and 
Tamim, are exhibiting a noticea-
ble improvement,” said the father 
of twin boys who have been in 
the programme since July. The 
man said he preferred to remain 
anonymous.

“In a matter of a few weeks, the 
boys started talking and dealing 
with people,” he said.

“This is really a miracle.”
Sitting in her office at the Royal 

Stables, Alia said the programme 
“has so far been a success”.

“It touched the lives of more 
than 1,200 children and their 
families,” Alia said.

Referring to the horses, many of 
which are of the original Arabian 
breed, the princess said, “God 
willed it. We have a lot of horses, 
including many that are retired 
from sport and breeding and it’s 
only natural to benefit from them 
and give them a role to play rather 
than just exist.”

“Horses love to have a role in 
life. In this case assisting children 
and people of all ages,” explained 
Alia, who is also president of 
the Royal Jordanian Equestrian 
Federation.

Children involved in the 
programme “walk or ride the 
horse and enjoy the scenery. The 
relationship between the child 
and the horse is unique and most 
of the children who went through 
this therapy learnt to express their 
feelings for the first time,” Alia 
noted.

The Arab Weekly escorted 
three autistic children during 
in-the-field therapy. The children 
walked, cuddled and spoke to the 
horses on a path between pine 
and cedar trees, aroma-filled gar-
dens and playgrounds at the Royal 
Stables in Al-Hummar on the edge 
of Amman.

Programme supervisor Reham 
Mutwala said patients ride horses 
without saddles “to communicate 
better with the animal by touch-
ing it or leading it”.

“The essence of the programme 
is to find a special link between 
the horse and the child so they 
can react in a safe environment 
and that’s when the healing pro-
cess kicks in, she said.

Mutwala said the programme 
has drawn patients from the 
United States, Germany, Britain, 
the Palestinian territories, Libya 
and Gulf Arab states.

 Dr Raad Alsheikh said the 
programme is the only special-
ised one for autism treatment in 
Jordan. “We have what it takes 
to treat autism, from animals to 
skilled staff,” Alsheikh said.

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) 
is a term for complex disor-
ders of brain development. It is 
characterised by a wide range of 
symptoms and levels of impair-
ment that can involve social 
interaction, verbal and nonverbal 
communication and repetitive 
behaviours. 

Scientific evidence suggests 
that genetic and environmental 

factors can contribute to the onset 
of autism.

Autism statistics from the US 
Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC) says about one 
in 68 American children are on the 
autism spectrum. In many com-
munities worldwide, the ratio is 
one in 25. In Jordan, it is believed 
that there are about 10,000 people 
on the autism scale.

According to Princess Alia, 
Growing Together is a child-led 
programme. “The children are the 
decision-makers, with the belief 
that if they have control over 
their activities, they will grow and 
develop positively with the un-
derstanding that they are able to 
make decisions and express their 
likes, dislikes and needs,” she said.

Initially, each child has a private 
introduction to the horse to assess 
the level of interaction. Although 
early meetings may cause chal-
lenging behaviours, those often 
soon disappear. Once the child 
and horse bond, the sessions 
progress at the child’s pace under 
the supervision of a caregiver or 

therapist, Alia said.
“We know that many people 

with autism are in fact geni-
uses and have the potential to be 
extremely creative,” the princess 
said. She said patients are “defy-
ing stereotypes as they continue 
to come out of their shells and 
interact with the horses and the 
natural world around them”.

One boy, who used to sit and 
stare vacantly at the ceiling, now 
interacts not just with the horse 
but also with his instructors, she 
noted.

The princess said that aware-
ness is the key and the society 
should be more open-minded re-
garding autism. “Families should 
not be embarrassed because God 
created each person for a reason; 
it is just a question of finding the 
right key in each case,” she said.

The programme costs $45,000 
annually, which is financed 
through the princess’s foundation.

Roufan Nahhas, based in Jordan, 
has been covering cultural issues 
for more than two decades.

I n t e r v i e w

Roufan Nahhas
The essence of 
the programme 
is to find a 
special link 
between the 
horse and the 
child

Jordan’s Princess Alia speaks 
in an interview with The Arab 
Weekly.

(Credit: Nader Daoud)

Mohammed S. Abu Johaysha

Intisar Halayqah waits at a bus stop to pick up passengers.

In Hebron, coed 
sports are 
prohibited. Boys are 
separated from girls 
in classrooms.

A Jordanian autistic girl cuddles her horse. (Credit: Roufan Nahhas)
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US energy envoy sees Egypt natural gas find as 
‘good news’ for Middle East
Washington

S
igns of hope are 
scarce in the Middle 
East, a region awash 
in violence, civil-
ians fleeing crum-
bling states and 
economies built 
largely on oil 

squeezed by a dive in global 
prices.

But Amos Hochstein, the US 
energy envoy, sees long-term 
potential for natural gas develop-
ment to help provide economic 
security from Iraq to the eastern 
Mediterranean.

Low crude oil prices have hit 
particularly hard in Iraq, where 
the central government in Bagh-
dad and the semi-autonomous 
Kurdistan Regional Government 
(KRG) are locked in a spat over oil 
revenues. The row threatens to re-
duce Iraq’s ability to organise the 
fight against Islamic State (ISIS) 
militants.

But Hochstein is optimistic on 
the long-term energy prospects of 
natural gas.

“There’s a lot of potential for 
gas in the KRG. Why shouldn’t we 
see Kurdistan as delivering signifi-

cant amounts of gas via Turkey 
into Europe?” Hochstein, the 
State Department’s special 
envoy for international 
energy affairs, said in 
an interview.

The European Union 
is looking to diversify 
its natural gas sources. 
The bloc depends on 
Russia for one-
third of its gas, 
about half of 
it shipped 
through 
Ukraine 
where Russia 
is seen to 
be stoking a 
civil conflict.

Iraq 
also needs 
reliable 
and afford-
able sources of 
power, though 
it first needs to 
build more power 
plants.

The United 
States is trying to 
work with both 
Baghdad and the 
KRG on sharing oil 

revenues, Hochstein said.
“It’s limping along,” he said 

about the relationship between 
the two.

Hochstein said the mammoth 
find in Egyptian waters of the 
Zohr offshore natural gas field, the 
largest in the Mediterranean, was 
good news for the region.

Some analysts contend the 
Egyptian find poses a challenge 
to plans by Israel and Cyprus to 
export their own natural gas from 
recently discovered fields.

Hochstein disagreed, saying 
the find shows that, under the 
right conditions, countries such 
as Lebanon, Israel and Cyprus can 
uncover greater energy reserves.

“What this confirms is that 
recent discoveries... are not acci-
dental but that this is an under-
explored basin that could yield 
many more fields,” he said. “All 
that needs to happen is to put in 
place the right regulatory environ-
ment and investment climate.”

Hochstein wants the Israeli gov-
ernment to approve a framework 
that would encourage companies 
to drill there, though he had no 
prescriptions for how to do that.

Despite the domestic drilling 
boom that has made the United 

States one of the world’s top oil 
producers, the country will re-
main engaged in the Middle East, 
Hochstein said.

Even if the United States was 
able to produce enough oil to 
reduce imports to zero, domestic 
oil prices will fluctuate with the 
global crude price.

“The fact that we are living 
through revolutionary times in US 
energy does not mean we can ever 
be energy independent,” Hoch-
stein said. Oil is an international 
commodity and global supplies 
influence domestic prices, he 
said.

In previous years, Hochstein 
worked with countries to accept 
sanctions on Iran’s oil exports, 
measures that many say helped 
push Tehran to agree to the 
Obama administration’s nuclear 
deal.

US companies are banned from 
investing in Iran by sanctions that 
date to 1995. Hochstein said he 
does not expect US companies to 
return until a decision is made to 
lift sanctions. “Will contracts be 
signed at some point?” he said. 
“Yes. I fully expect there will be 
activity in the energy sector.”
(Reuters)

I n t e r v i e w

Countries such as 
Lebanon, Israel 
and Cyprus 
can uncover 
greater energy 

reserves

Amos Hochstein, Special Envoy and 
Coordinator for International Energy Affairs

Egyptian consumers reject price hikes

Cairo

A 

s commodity prices rise 
in Egypt, causing suf-
fering to millions and 
embarrassment to a 
government enthusias-

tically applying economic reforms, 
a campaign has been launched 
calling for a boycott of red meat. 
It aims to pressure producers and 
traders to bring down prices.

“Meat prices are reaching such a 
peak that most of Egyptians can-
not buy it,” said Islam al-Borae, 
one of the founders of the “Let’s 
Do without Meat” campaign. “This 
is why we are launching this cam-
paign, to send a warning signal to 
the government that the poor are 
no longer able to cope with prices.”

The price of red meat has risen 
from about $8.80 to almost $15 per 
kg. The increases are so sharp that 
some Egyptians have stopped buy-
ing red meat.

The campaign comes at a tradi-
tional busy time for meat sellers, 
animal breeders and butchers be-
fore the major Muslim feast of Eid 
al-Adha, a time when observant 
and financially capable Muslims 
buy live animals to sacrifice and 
distribute meat to the poor.

The “Let’s Do without Meat” 
campaign aims to empower con-
sumers, a new concept in a country 
in which commercial monopolies 
and exploitation have remained 
unchecked.

“Prices are rising simply because 
there is no state control over the 
markets,” economist Rashad Abdo 
said. “The government says it does 
not want to impose regulations 
that contradict the free-market 
economy it wants to create here, 
but it needs to put limits to the 
profits traders make on the com-
modities they sell.”

Prices of vegetables and fruit 

across Egypt have more than dou-
bled in recent months and the cost 
of services is taking a similar up-
ward trend.

According to the state-run Cen-
tral Agency for Public Mobilisa-
tion and Statistics, urban prices 
increased 0.6% in July compared 
with June. The agency said the rise 
was caused by an increase in hous-
ing, water, electricity and food 
prices, resulting in a core annual 
inflation rate of 8.3% in July.

The rising prices are not just 
about businesses trying to profit; 
they are also about the govern-
ment making major cuts in subsi-
dies. Aiming to bring down a grow-
ing budget deficit, Cairo spent 
almost 30% less on fuel subsidies 
during the first half of the 2014-15 
fiscal year, which ended in July, 
compared with the previous fiscal 

year, according to the government.
Water and electricity subsidies 

have been falling in a similar fash-
ion, raising the prices of those 
services and leading to financial 
pressure on a majority of the popu-
lation.

In 2014, the subsidies made up 
almost 75% of the state budget.

Mahmoud al-Asqalani, the head 
of a local society lobbying against 
commodity price hikes, said he 
had been trying to form a coali-
tion of civil society organisations 
aimed at breaking up commodities 
monopolies and reducing pressure 
on consumers.

Meat is one of the commodities 
Asqalani and like-minded activ-
ists have focused on. They opened 
shops in different provinces where 
they sell meat at reduced prices, 
having bought live animals from 

the source and selling them direct-
ly to consumers at zero profit.

Asqalani and his colleagues sell 
meat to the public at the shops 
for about $7 a kg, a massive saving 
from the going rate of $15.

“The problem is that the gov-
ernment favours businessmen, 
importers and traders at the cost 
of poor consumers [by failing to 
introduce market regulations],” 
Asqalani said. “This is why the 
government needs to reconsider 
its policies and create a fair mar-
ket where no harm is done to  
either the producers or the con-

sumers.”
Borae and his colleagues at the 

boycott campaign said the govern-
ment would not introduce regula-
tions so they would maintain their 
call for a meat boycott.

Their effort appears to be paying 
off in some places. In the south-
ern province of Sohag, the price of 
meat has fallen to about $8 per kg, 
the campaign said.

“Price hikes are eating at the 
middle class and leaving us with 
two classes only, namely, the su-
per-rich and the super-poor,” Bo-
rae said. “Some people are living in 
palaces, while others take homes 
from the cemeteries. This must 
change.”

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

Amr Emam

Commodity prices have risen noticeably across Egypt over the past few months. Egyptians are boycotting red meat in protest against 
increasing prices.

The “Let’s Do 
without Meat” 
campaign aims
to empower 
consumers

In 2014, the 
subsidies made up 
almost 75% of the 
state budget
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Saudi oil market 
shake-up squeezes 
US shale

Kuwait signs 
contract for solar 
energy project

Algeria raises 
taxes to make up 
for plunge in oil 
revenue

Briefs

Cheap oil prices will end up 
squeezing high-cost producers like 
US shale drillers, leading to the 
biggest drop in output in nearly a 
quarter century, the International 
Energy Agency (IEA) said.

Cheap fuel is also hooking 
consumers, with oil demand 
growth set to hit a five-year high in 
2015, the IEA said. The agency said 
demand would reach 94.4 million 
barrels per day (bpd) in 2015 and 
95.8 million bpd in 2016

The oil market has been driven 
by an increasingly transparent 
policy by Saudi Arabia to 
safeguard its influence against 
shale producers who could change 
global dynamics by cutting US 
dependence on imported oil.

Crude prices of more than 
$100 per barrel in 2013 allowed 
US shale producers to exploit 
costly technology to extract 
previously unreachable oil and 
sharply increase supply in the 
United States. With Saudi Arabia 
and its Organisation of the Oil 
Exporting Countries partners 
refusing to cut production, crude 
oil prices slumped to six-year lows 
in August, with the main US oil 
contract at less than $40 per barrel 
at one point.
(Agence France-Presse)

Kuwait signed a $385 million 
contract with Spain’s TSK Group 
for a 50-megawatt (MW) solar 
energy project. The oil-rich Gulf 
state plans to meet 15% of power 
demand from renewables by 2030.

Electricity and Water Minister 
Ahmad al-Jassar said the target 
is to produce 4,500 MW from 
solar and wind energy by 2030 
when demand is expected to rise 
to 30,000 MW from the current 
12,000 MW. The project is to 
start production in December 
2017, said Salem al-Hajraf, head 
of energy research at the Kuwait 
Institute for Scientific Research. 
The pioneer project will be 
built on a 100-square-kilometre 
area in Shagaya, a desert zone 
100 kilometres west of Kuwait 
City. The project will meet the 
electricity demand of 100,000 
homes and save about 12.5 million 
barrels of oil equivalent per year, 
Hajraf said.

(Agence France-Presse)

Algeria is raising taxes and 
imposing import duties as it 
struggles to balance its books in 
the face of plummeting oil prices. 
The country may even have to 
borrow abroad. Algeria, which 
depends on oil and gas for 94% of 
its exports, has been hit hard by 
the halving of oil prices over the 
past 15 months. Lower revenues 
have severely affected a country 
that relies on expensive subsidies 
and the government providing 
most services. Many major 
projects have been halted.

As a result, the government 
is planning to raise taxes on 
diesel, 3G internet and electricity. 
Customs duties will be increased 
on imported computers and 
computer parts. The measures 
are designed to reduce Algeria’s 
massive import bill, some $60 
billion a year, as well as decrease 
energy subsidies.

(The Associated Press)

Start-up challenge in Gaza
Gaza

D 

ozens of workers sit with 
their eyes glued to com-
puter screens, fingers 
clicking on keyboards 
writing code and typing 

in data for clients around the globe.
It could be a scene at any software 
firm but these programmers are Pal-
estinians in the Gaza Strip, which 
has been under a tight Israeli block-
ade since 2006.

“Here we are opening a gap in the 
blockade and showing that Gazans 
are capable of achieving big things,” 
said Saadi Luzun, 33, co-founder of 
Unit One, a Gaza outsourcing firm 
that develops web and mobile ap-
plications for clients in the Gulf and 
Europe.

Ten years ago Luzun joined with 
fellow software engineer Ahmed 
Abu Shaaban and formed “a small 
start-up in a tiny room” in Gaza City. 
Their company now employs 89 
people, most of them young women 
who are busily engaged in data en-
try inside a spacious office.

“Gaza has no oil or gas but we 
have human resources — plenty of 
young people who are just wait-
ing to be offered an opportunity,” 
Luzun said as he walked past rows 
of staff members in front of their 
screens.

Recruiting women is a “social 
responsibility”, said Luzun, who 
said his next objective was to start 
employing people with disabilities. 
After three wars with Israel in the 
past seven years, there should be no 
shortage of recruits.

During 2014’s 50-day conflict with 
Israel, large areas of the territory 
were razed and about 2,200 Pales-
tinians were killed and more than 
10,000 others were wounded.

“Gaza is not just war, blood and 
bombs,” Luzun said. “Gazans want 
to do business and not just sit 
around waiting for humanitarian 
aid.”

The proof, he said, is in the num-
bers. The last time they held a re-

cruitment drive, they had 400 ap-
plicants for ten jobs.

One young woman looking to 
work at Unit One is Sadine al-Ayubi, 
who is about to finish her degree 
and is desperate to avoid the un-
employment that affects more than 
two-thirds of young Gazans.

“Most young people have a de-
gree but they never find work,” the 
smartly dressed 21-year-old said, 
holding a smartphone with a spark-
ly cover.

For Lina, 23, who has been with 
Unit One for three years, the fault 
lies with “the political and econom-
ic situation” in Gaza, which is effec-
tively ruled by the Islamist Hamas 
movement and cut off from the rest 
of the world by the Israeli blockade.

Until last year, Palestinians were 
able to leave via the Rafah cross-
ing with Egypt but that frontier has 
been closed since October as Cairo 
struggles with a growing insurgency 
in the Sinai Peninsula.

The latest war brought Gaza’s 
already battered economy to its 
knees, with International Monetary 

Fund (IMF) figures showing gross 
domestic product (GDP) declined 
about 15% in 2014. During the 
bombardment, 128 businesses and 
workshops were destroyed, accord-
ing to the Palestinian Federation of 
Industries.

Programmer Mohammed al-Ban-
na, 27, said working in technology 
offered him a sense of freedom be-
cause it is “the only area” that Israel 
cannot cut Gazans off from the out-
side world.

In fact, Israel controls Gaza’s ca-
ble communications that are routed 
through the Jewish state and also 
the bandwidth of its internet con-
nections, meaning that it has the 
technical ability to sever the terri-
tory’s digital link to the rest of the 
world.

In the perpetually connected 
world of technology, having elec-
tricity is also crucial but it’s far from 
certain in Gaza, which suffers from 
hours-long power cuts every day. To 
ensure its servers are never down, 
Unit One has invested in solid back-
up generators to provide an unin-

terrupted power supply.
“Even during the war, we were 

able to continue working,” Luzun 
said. Such a step is crucial, particu-
larly for reassuring clients who are 
“sometimes nervous about signing 
a contract with a company in a war 
zone”, he adds.

Unable to leave Gaza, Luzun has 
not met most of his clients, instead 
using Skype for conference calls.

Unit One has come a long way and 
Luzun harbours dreams of creating 
a company culture like Google’s

“We would like to do what Google 
does. We even thought of organis-
ing fun days for our staff,” he said 
with a smile, recalling a visit to the 
California-based offices of the inter-
net giant.

But with the instability in Gaza 
unlikely to change any time soon, it 
is not such a straightforward pros-
pect.

“We haven’t done it yet — we 
never know when a war can break 
out and force us to stop working,” 
Luzun said.
(Agence France-Presse)

A Palestinian works at Unit One start-up in Gaza City

“Gazans want to do 
business and not 
just sit around 
waiting for 
humanitarian aid.”

GCC-Iran business relations booming 
despite deep-seated mistrust

London

A regional proxy war, 
accusations of inter-
ference in domestic 
affairs and the un-
covering of sleeper 

cells are not enough to deter some 
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
members from doing business with 
Iran.

A Saudi-led coalition, made up 
mostly of GCC members, is at war 
in Yemen with the Iran-supported 
Houthi movement. In Syria, Saudi 
Arabia, Qatar and the United Arab 
Emirates are supporting moderate 
rebels in their civil war with the 
Iranian-backed regime of President 
Bashar Assad.

In Kuwait recently a terror cell 
was uncovered, which led to the 
prosecution of 26 people, including 
an Iranian national, for possession 
of weapons and explosives and for 
spying for Iran and its Lebanese 
proxy, Hezbollah. A terrorist bomb-
ing in Bahrain that killed a police-
man and wounded several others 
led to a Kuwaiti member of parlia-
ment to describe Iran as the “true 
enemy” of Gulf Arab states.

But with the freeing of assets, es-
timated to be in the tens of billions 

of dollars, courtesy of the Iran nu-
clear deal, private and government-
owned businesses in the GCC are 
looking to benefit significantly from 
the Islamic Republic’s new-found 
wealth.

Making up for lost time is the Sul-
tanate of Oman. The GCC member 
responsible for bringing the United 
States and Iran to the negotiating 
table in July 2012, and the only GCC 
country not to participate in the 
conflict in Yemen, signed a memo-
randum of understanding with 
Tehran for the sale of Iranian gas 
to Oman in a 25-year deal valued 
at around $60 billion, a year before 
the announcement of the Iran nu-
clear deal. The two countries are 
also looking into a visa waiver pro-
gramme.

At the recent opening of an Irani-
an-Omani trade exhibition, Iranian 
Ambassador to Oman Ali Akbar Si-
beveih, noted that trade between 
the countries stood at $1 billion an-
nually and Iranian investment in 
Oman was at $4 billion.

A particular industry that is set to 
reap the benefits of Iran’s expected 
increased purchasing power is the 
aviation business. Emirates, the 
Dubai-based airline, just completed 
its first trip to Mashhad, Iran’s sec-
ond largest city and a major eco-
nomic hub for the Islamic Republic.

The airline will have five flights a 

week to Mashhad, while flights to 
Tehran will continue at four a day.

“Iran is an important market for 
Emirates SkyCargo and, with our 
Dubai hub strategically located be-
tween East and West, we are able to 
offer Iranian manufacturers access 
to our global network,” said Khalid 
Mohd Al Hinai, vice-president car-
go commercial for the Middle East, 
GCC and Iran.

“We anticipate that trade be-
tween the UAE and Iran to further 
flourish as a result of the launch of 
this new direct five times weekly 
service.”

Dubai is also looking to Iran to 
give its property market a signifi-
cant boost. According to property 
consultants Cluttons in a report, 
“Iranian nationals will seize the op-
portunity to make significant real 
estate investments in Dubai.”

“This is expected to be among 
the first lead indicators of the ben-
efits to the UAE from the lifting of 
Iranian trade sanctions,” Cluttons 
added.

The report highlighted that, be-
fore international economic sanc-
tions were placed on Iran, Dubai 

was a hub for local and global busi-
ness for Iranian operations, which 
might be the case again in the near 
future.

Despite the sanctions, Iran was 
the United Arab Emirates’ fourth 
largest trade partner in 2014 with 
nearly $17 billion in cross-border 
trade. In 2010, Iranians were the 
fourth largest foreign buyers of 
Dubai property, behind nationals 
of India, Britain and Pakistan. Irani-
ans accounted for 12% of real estate 
transactions that year. According to 
Cluttons, that figure dropped 3% in 
the first quarter of 2015.

Representatives of Dubai govern-
ment-owned DP World, one of the 
world’s biggest shipping-container 
handlers, recently visited Iran to 
see whether “the country’s ports 
and railway infrastructure can be 
used to transport goods faster be-
tween China and Europe”, the Wall 
Street Journal reported.

“I am not a politician, I am a busi-
nessman,” Sultan Ahmed bin Su-
layem, chairman of DP World, told 
the publication. “What I look for 
is if there is an opportunity for our 
customers.”

Bank of America Merrill Lynch 
said in July that Turkey and the 
UAE were the most likely ben-
eficiaries of Iranian foreign trade, 
which could increase to $200 bil-
lion by 2020 from $80 billion today.

Mohammed Alkhereiji

 Emirates just 
completed its first 
trip to Mashhad
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Northern Syria

I 

n a country where tight re-
strictions on journalists were 
the norm in peacetime, cover-
ing a brutal war with blurred 
front lines and multiple armed 

groups is all the more dangerous.
However, the risks do not in-

timidate Syrian journalist Zaina Er-
haim, 30, who travels the war-torn 
country to train citizen reporters 
on how to transmit facts and devel-
opments to the outside world.

Moving from Aleppo to Raqqa, 
Latakia, Deir ez-Zor and Idlib, Er-
haim has trained about 100 people, 
one-third of them women, in print 
and TV journalism and has helped 
establish many of Syria’s emerg-
ing independent newspapers and 
magazines.

Her selection for the Peter Mack-
ler Award for Courageous and Ethi-
cal Journalism for 2015 was recog-
nition of Erhaim’s dedication to 
free and professional reporting.

News of the war in Syria has fo-
cused on violence and destruction 
that has led to the displacement of 
more than half of Syria’s popula-
tion of 22.5 million. Erhaim, how-
ever, has coached her trainees to 
cover the various aspects of the 
conflict.

“I wanted to see Syria’s name in 
the headlines without news about 
the tragedies and massacres only,” 
Erhaim said in an online interview 
with The Arab Weekly. “Unfortu-
nately, the humanitarian side of 

the Syrian conflict has been absent 
from Western media coverage for 
a while. You could only read news 
about the Islamic State and the 
massacres they have been commit-
ting.”

Erhaim organised training ses-
sions in the most dangerous re-
gions of Syria. The biggest threat 
came in 2013 with the rise of the 
Islamic State (ISIS) and the fight-
ing between ISIS and opposition 
forces.

“I did several trainings in Raqqa, 
Idlib and Aleppo without facing 
real problems from armed groups,” 
she said. “But with the arrival of 
ISIS in Aleppo towards the end 
of 2013, two journalists were kid-
napped, prompting many media 
persons and activists to flee to Tur-
key. So I ended up training the few 
who remained in the city.”

ISIS was later evicted from Alep-
po but, until then, Erhaim recalled, 
she was extremely concerned for 
her life and the safety of her train-
ees. “I had to take very strict secu-
rity precautions,” she said. “I used 
to inform them personally about 
the place of the training only a few 
hours ahead and asked them to 
conceal their cameras and avoid 
moving around by themselves.”

Syria is now seen as the most 
dangerous country for journalists. 
According to Reporters without 
Borders, about 100 journalists have 
been killed in Syria since March 
2011. They include 25 professional 
journalists, six of them foreigners, 
and about 70 Syrian citizen-jour-
nalists.

“I lost many of my friends and 

media activists whom I have 
trained,” Erhaim said. “They were 
either kidnapped by ISIS or ar-
rested by the authorities or killed 
by both sides.” But this has not 
stopped her from travelling to hot 
spots to train resident reporters, 
who have become some of the few 
first-hand sources of news on the 
Syrian conflict.

“As long as there are activists 
who need my help, I will surely 
continue,” she said.

The biggest joy she gets, she said, 
is when she sees reports prepared 
by her trainees and those trained 
by them as well. “I am extremely 
happy when I watch or read the re-
ports done by the young men and 

women whom I have trained, espe-
cially those who had no previous 
experience but started media work 
after the training and get published 
in major international news out-
lets,” Erhaim said.

Hadiya Mansour, one of Erhaim’s 
early students, underscored the 
importance of the training she re-
ceived.

 “The knowledge we acquired 
from Zaina is the basis of free and 
professional journalism. She re-
layed all [this] information in such 
a smooth way that we were able to 
learn the basics of preparing me-
dia reports within a period of five 
days,” Mansour said.

Activist turned journalist Yasser 

Issa, from Deir ez-Zor in eastern 
Syria, is another success story of 
Erhaim’s efforts. He first started 
supporting anti-regime demon-
strators in the early days of the up-
rising.

“In the beginning, I used to film 
videos of the demonstrations and 
post them on YouTube. At a later 
stage, we were distributing video 
spots to media channels but when 
the protests expanded to cover the 
whole province, we shifted to live 
coverage,” he said.

After three months in detention 
in regime prisons, Issa resumed his 
work as a media activist until the 
fall of Deir ez-Zor to ISIS in April 
2014.

“I have hosted Zaina in my house 
when she visited Deir ez-Zor to as-
sist media activists. I have myself 
learned from her the basics of using 
social media platforms in dissemi-
nating information,” Issa added.

Eraim is also the Syria project co-
ordinator for the Institute for War 
and Peace Reporting, an interna-
tional organisation that supports 
journalists in countries undergoing 
conflict, crisis or transition.

The Peter Mackler Award is to be 
presented during October 22nd cer-
emonies in Washington.

Erhaim sees the award as a “trib-
ute to the courage of all those who 
fight for the freedom of informa-
tion” in a country that has become 
the deadliest for journalists.

Ahmad Ramadan, a pseudonym 
used for safety reasons, is a 
reporter in northern Syria who 
contributes to The Arab Weekly.

Zaina Erhaim works to ensure solid reporting on Syrian war
Ahmad Ramadan

Zaina Erhaim
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S 

ixteen years ago this 
month, on September 15th, 
1999, the Byblos festival 
hosted the first concert of 
the Lebanese National Or-

chestra. It was a string ensemble 
of 45 that evening, but within five 
months it was a full orchestra of 79 
musicians, including woodwind, 
brass and percussion.

The creativity and sweat of many 
went into the Lebanese National 
Orchestra (LNO), but the driv-
ing force was Walid Gholmieh, a 
towering figure in modern Leba-
non. Gholmieh died in June 2011, 
but his influence continues in the 
Lebanese Philharmonic Orchestra, 
as the orchestra was renamed in 
2009, and in the Lebanese National 
Higher Conservatory of Music.

Gholmieh saw regeneration from 
Lebanon’s civil war of 1975-90 as a 
cultural or even spiritual challenge 
rather than just a physical one. Al-
lied to daunting energy and resil-
ience was his belief in discipline, 
organisation and punctuality.

When Gholmieh took over the 
conservatory in 1991, it was a 
burned-out shell whose destruc-
tion was encapsulated in trumpet-
er Nassim Maalouf’s recollection of 
militiamen tossing a piano from a 
fourth-floor window. Within a few 
years, Gholmieh fashioned an insti-

tution with nearly 5,000 students 
and more than 250 professors.

Running the conservatory gave 
Gholmieh less time for composing. 
He wrote five symphonies between 
1977 and 1984, calling the fourth 
The Martyr in honour of “anyone 
who dedicates their life to a cause”. 
But symphonies were only part of 
an output that included music for 
theatre and cinema.

Born in 1938 in Marjayoun, in 
southern Lebanon, Gholmieh 
showed aptitude for music through 
high school in Sidon, the British 
Mission School in Beirut and the 
conservatory. He studied violin, 
mandolin, piano, oboe, timpani 
and oud, but became absorbed 
by composition and research. In 
the late 1950s, Gholmieh worked 
briefly for Pan American World Air-
ways as a flight planner. 

But he had already conducted at 
the Baalbeck and Ehden festivals 
and at the Tehran Opera House be-
fore he went to study conducting 
and composition at Wichita State 
University (WSU) in the United 
States. He earned a doctorate at the 
University of Kansas, tracing the 
music of Lebanon, Syria and Iraq 
to its roots in Sumer, Ur and Baby-
lon. “I presented scores, not a writ-
ten thesis,” he told me in 1999. “I 
looked at ways of writing oriental 
music for orchestra.”

Gholmieh returned to Lebanon 
in 1974, but was also a visiting pro-
fessor at WSU from 1975-88, com-
ing and going to the United States 
during the war years.

Gholmieh believed musicians 
in Lebanon had a rich mix from 
which to draw. 

At the conservatory, he devel-
oped programmes exposing stu-
dents to different traditions. He be-
lieved Mozart could be played on 
the oud; he appointed the Ameri-
can bassist Jack Gregg to teach jazz 
and drafted him into the orchestra.

Gholmieh recruited musicians 
for the 
LNO 
from 
Eastern 
Europe, 
including 
the Pole Wo-
jciech Czepiel as its 
first musical director. 
At rehearsal, words 
flew in Arabic, English, Ar-
menian, Polish, Romanian and 
Czech — as well as musical instruc-
tions in Italian.

One important recruit was 
Harout Fazlian, a Lebanese-Ar-
menian in his early 30s whom 
Gholmieh appointed to teach after 
seeing a video of him conducting 
Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony in 
Yerevan, Armenia. Fazlian would 
succeed Gholmieh as principal 
conductor of the Lebanese Philhar-
monic Orchestra.

With Arabic music, Gholmieh 
felt that the renaissance of the 
late 19th and early 20th centu-
ries had faltered because it never 
developed the rigour of Western 
classical music. Gholmieh insisted 
improvisation was a step towards 
composition rather than some-
thing to be valued in itself. 

When he launched the Lebanese 
Arabic-Oriental Orchestra in 2000, 
Gholmieh arranged pieces by Ab-
del Wahab, Jamil Bek and others 
for a 26-strong ensemble including 
ouds, nay, duff, tabla, bass, cello 
and qanun. “For too long, Arabic-

Oriental music has been a back-
ground for a singer or even a belly 
dancer,” he explained. “Having an 
orchestra will help us turn improv-
isation into concrete composition.”

Gholmieh’s knowledge of what 
he called the “geography of music” 
was encyclopedic. 

He said the special character of 
Arabic music — as of any music — 
lay in the structure of the melo-
dies. “Arabic music is not specified 
by quarter tone,” he told me. “It’s 
specified by the succession of the 
musical intervals (the difference 
in pitch between notes on a scale) 
— as is Latin American music, Rus-
sian music or African music.” To 
illustrate this he could sing a few 

measures of, say, Russian music to 
show its recognisable flavour. But 
while opening musicians to differ-
ence, he could be startlingly specif-
ic and his own compositions were 
deeply Arabic.

The last time I spoke to Walid 
was February 23, 2010, just after a 
conservatory performance of the 
Beethoven Octet in Beirut at the 
St Joseph University Damascus 
Road. I glimpsed him in the car 
park and on a sudden impulse had 
our car stop while I went over to 
express my appreciation for every-
thing he had achieved. He was sur-
prised but touched. “Bless you,” 
he smiled. In a little over a year, he 
was gone.

Remembering Walid 
Gholmieh and ‘the 
geography of music’
Gareth Smyth

Gholmieh’s 
knowledge of what 
he called the 
“geography of 
music” was 
encyclopedic

Gholmieh believed 
musicians in 
Lebanon had a rich 
mix from which to 
draw
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T 

he Arabic heritage is one 
of stories. Stories drawn 
from memories as in-
tensely personal as they 
are shared. Stories of a 

glorious past throbbingly alive in 
the recesses of the collective con-
sciousness of a people. Stories 
tainted by decades of wars and 
mass uprisings — and haunted by 
a pervading sense of displacement 
that mark the region’s modern his-
tory. Vital stories that need to be 
told, heard, written about and read.

These stories, and the memories 
they delve into, are what Seagull 
Books’ Arab List is about.

Listed by New York Times as the 
third biggest publisher of trans-
lated books, Seagull Books is an 
independent India-based publish-
ing house highly regarded for its 
exceptionally well-produced Eng-
lish translations of world litera-
ture. Seagull’s publishing list fea-
tures books by some of the greatest 
names in European and Asian liter-
ature, along with a growing number 
of African authors. Seagull Books’ 
first Arab List is to be launched in 
spring 2016.

Seagull Books founder Naveen 
Kishore says the company’s foray 
into Arabic literature is about in-
tense, investigative conversations 
and encounters across cultures. 
“It’s about wanting to know,” he 
said. “You cannot simply call this 
‘discovering a culture’ so differ-
ent from yours. It must take on 
the shape of a conversation among 
equals.”

Seagull Books is seeking to ex-
pand its Arab List by reaching out 
to authors and translators from the 
region. Kishore said the quest is to 
create “a new series of books that 
will allow women and men of intel-
lectual rigour to engage with each 
other in the real world and create 

a corpus of contemporary political, 
philosophical, literary and socially 
concerned texts. From the Arab 
world and for the Arab world.”

The idea is also to change percep-
tions of the outside world on Ara-
bic literature. Hosam Aboul-Ela, 
series editor for the Arab List and 
associate professor of English at 
the University of Houston, said: 
“Too many publishers in the US 
and the UK have not been able to 
transcend a limited idea of what 
‘Arab writing’ is or should be. You 
can get a lot of ‘That’s not what I 
was expecting.’ sort of responses 
when you pitch translations here. 
It is rare to see editors with a real 
interest in engaging the variety of 
what’s out there, in all its contra-
dictions and audacity. Seagull has 
that openness.”

Seagull’s ethos for choosing its 
literature is simple: Look for “the 
human condition”. As a result, the 
pilot Arab List features some of 
the most powerful voices in the re-
gion’s literature. Ghassan Zaqtan, 
Palestinian poet, novelist and edi-
tor short-listed for the Neustadt 
International Prize for Literature 
2016; Alawiya Sobh, one of the 
most important women novelists in 
Lebanon; former Moroccan minis-
ter Abdallah Saaf; and Arwa Saleh, 
a radical activist from Egypt, are a 
few of the names in the list.

Aboul-Ela points out the impor-
tance of a good translator-editor-
publisher relationship in its con-
text. “Translated literature can’t 
really work without a level of com-
mitment and artistry on the part of 
the translator,” he said. “You can’t 
expect that unless the press and 
its editors respect the translator’s 
worth. At this point, most of our ti-
tles have come to us on the transla-
tor’s initiative and I hope this trend 
will continue.”

Arab List, 2016:

Describing the Past, by Ghassan 
Zaqtan. Translator: Samuel Wilder.

Zaqtan’s first 
prose work in English translation is 
set in Karameh refugee camp east 
of the Jordan river where he moved 
with his family as a 7-year-old boy.

 The camp became a centre of 
Palestinian resistance after the 
six-day war and, in the Battle of 
Karameh in 1968, was razed when 
Israel invaded Jordan and the set-
ting of Zaqtan’s childhood became 
a ghost. While history serves as a 
backdrop to this dream narrative, 
Describing the Past is primarily “the 
story of a childhood whose domain 
is between the living and the dead, 
a coming of age story that ends as 
soon as it begins in desire”.

Samuel Wilder, winner of Lucius 
Lyon Prize for poetry translation 
and a doctoral candidate in Ara-
bic studies at Cambridge Univer-
sity, has captured the lyricism in 
Zaqtan’s writing with finesse.

“The question of memory in his-
tory is so important for the Arab 
postcolonial experience, and that 
question is central to the novella. 
This is especially true for Palestin-
ians and we really wanted to have a 
Palestinian author early on because 
the Palestinian experience of loss is 

so pervasive, especially cultur-
ally, for all Arabs,” Aboul-Ela 
said.

Maryam: Keeper of Sto-
ries (Maryam al-Hakaya) by 
Alawiya Sobh. Translator: 
Nirvana Tanoukhi.

Sobh’s acclaimed novel of 
the Lebanese civil war is a rare 

depiction of women’s experiences 
across class, sect and generation. 
Rich with everyday detail, Sobh’s 
work is not only an illumination of 
an important period at a new scale 
but also a unique meditation on the 
nature of storytelling. 

In Maryam: Keeper of Stories, sto-
ries struggle to survive the erasures 
of war and to rescue the sweetness 
of living and connect the tellers 
and their audience in sometimes 
welcome, sometimes maddening 
ways. The transformation of pain 
and love into art is both the subject 
and substance of the book, sensi-
tively translated into English by US-
based Nirvana Tanoukhi, a transla-
tor and critic of world literature.

Tahrir Tales: Plays from the Egyp-
tian Revolution, editors: Moham-
med Albakry and Rebekah Maggor. 
Translators: Mohammed Albakry, 
Rebekah Maggor, Mona Ragab, 
Dahlia Sabbour, Amor Eletrebi and 
Jonathan Wright.

Ten Egyptian plays come togeth-
er in Tahrir Tales, offering grass-
roots perspectives on the jubila-
tion, terror, hope and heartbreak 
of the uprising. Collectively, they 
sketch events unfolding in Egypt 

from the twilight of 
Hosni Mubarak’s regime to Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi’s ascendance to the 
presidency. 

A comprehensive introduction 
situates the plays within their so-
cial, political and economic con-
text, while an in-depth translator’s 
note delves into the challenges 
of translating Arabic for English-
speaking audiences.

Other titles in the list include Ali 
al-Muqri’s Black Taste, Black Scent, 
translated by Tanoukhi; Arwa 
Saleh’s The Stillborn, translated by 
Samah Selim; and Abdallah Saaf’s 
A Momentous Year, translated by 
David Alvarez. 

These are scheduled for publica-
tion in autumn 2016.

Seagull Books’ earlier English 
translations from the region in-
clude Kamal Jann and Kite by 
Dominique Eddé (translated from 
French by Ros Schwartz); Conversa-
tions with My Father, Adonis by Ni-
nar Esber, (translated from French 
by Lorna Scott Fox) as well as Con-
versations with Edward Said, edited 
by Tariq Ali.

Mini S. Menon is a Dubai-based 
journalist who contributes to The 
Arab Weekly.

Seagull Books’ Arab List: 
A conversation among equals
Mini S. Menon

Culture & Media

London

“P
alestinian artists should 
not be pressurised to 
turn their work into a 
political narrative.”

This was the message 
conveyed by Arab and British artists 
during a discussion entitled Art as 
intervention — Can art help create a 
better future for Palestinians?

The London meeting was organ-
ised at the end of August by Gaze on 
Gaza, a group of artists who came 
together in August 2014 to raise 
awareness of the humanitarian cri-
sis in Gaza Strip and campaign to 
end its root causes and give a plat-
form to Gazan artists.

Speakers focused on how artists 
can create beauty when the blood 
of children is running in the streets.

Describing art as a free imagina-
tive space that cannot be closed by 
occupation, London-based Pales-
tinian writer Selma Dabbagh point-
ed out that sometimes the work 
being produced is not going to get 
much further than the artist who 
produced it while other work gets 
published.

In both cases, art has a beneficial 
value, as there is a catharsis in the 
process of writing and narrating. 

“The mental health statistics from 
the Occupied Territories are so dev-
astating and anything that is able to 
create a sense or a pattern has an 
extreme value not just to the indi-
vidual but to society as well,” said 
Dabbagh, author of Out of It, a novel 
moving between Gaza and London.

“The idea is that Palestinian art 
should be resisted as just a way of 
communicating a message to the 
West, while other artistic considera-
tions have to be taken into account 
as political concerns can implode 
the art form.”

Kareem Samara, co-founder of 
the Multicultural Collective for Arts, 
noted that Palestinian art has been 
largely exploited by politicians and 
people in power, especially since 
the first Palestinian intifada against 
Israeli occupation in 1987.

“They took the joke of the Pales-
tinian villager with his donkey, a 
man who does not read or write, and 
used that to foster the concept of a 
Palestinian identity,” Samara said.

“They use the art narrative — folk-
lore and music to build resistance 
and suddenly the person who was 
the butt of jokes is asking what does 
it mean to be Palestinian… This can 
be good for the Palestinian cause 
but there is a danger it will ruin art.”

James Walmsley, a curator from 
Manchester, quoted a statement by 
Palestinian artist Rana Bishara from 
the West Bank town of Beit Jala, 
about the role of art in activism.

“The tradition of political art has 
taught us that it contributes to mo-
bilising the public. For me the per-
sonal is political and vice versa, as 
every aspect of our lives is affected 

by political decisions,” Bishara’s 
statement read.

She said: “In Occupied Palestine 
the ongoing ethnic cleansing, theft 
of land, building illegal settlements 
and imprisoning a whole population 
in ghettoes affects every Palestin-
ian. I am most interested in integrat-
ing art with the Palestinians’ daily 
resistance against Israel’s colonial-
ism.

“Artists should express the grave 
violations of human rights and the 
dreams of the people by being pre-
sent in the midst of their daily strug-
gles.”

Miranda Pennell, a film-maker 
and member of Artists for Pales-
tine, UK, lambasted Israeli attempts 
to scuttle Palestinian art and urged 

artists to sign a simple statement re-
fusing to work under “conditions of 
apartheid” in the occupied Palestin-
ian territories until things change.

“A very serious problem encoun-
tered in Britain is that pro-Israel 
groups were fighting events that 
contradict the Israeli narrative by 
accusing them of anti-Semitism or 
being unbalanced. Such pressure led 
to the removal of captions from the 
photographs of James Morris of the 
sites of destroyed villages in Pales-
tine, for instance,” Pennell said.

Audience members stressed the 
importance of art in building self-
confidence. Summer theatre work-
shops have helped scores of chil-
dren in the Palestinian territories 
to describe their feelings and vent 

anger in a positive way.
But the projects of foreign non-

government organisations may not 
fit into what is needed in Palestinian 
communities, said Aimee Shalan, 
co-director of Pressure Cooker Arts, 
an arts advocacy organisation focus-
ing on the Middle East.

She expressed concern about the 
rush of money after a conflict, trans-
lated into small arts projects that are 
not sustainable. “The money dries 
up and comes back when there is 
another conflict which means noth-
ing really meaningful is being built,” 
she said.

Aladin Aladin, a visiting professor 
of Strategy and Innovation at Cran-
field University, in England, stressed 
the need for “breaking away from 
the polarisation of us/them, good/ 
bad, Palestinian and non-Palestini-
an”.

“Art and culture does not need to 
take sides; it can make realities vis-
ible. Rebranding and refreshing the 
idea of Palestine is necessary. Artists 
from Palestine coming to Britain and 
British artists reflecting and repre-
senting Palestine in its complexity is 
important,” he said.

However important cultural and 
arts exchange is, members of Gaze 
on Gaza have been complaining that 
they were not able to bring a single 
Palestinian artist to London. “It is 
very difficult to convince the British 
authorities that these (artists) would 
not remain in the country,” they say.

Karen Dabrowska is a 
London-based contributor to the 
Culture and Society section of The 
Arab Weekly.

Can art help create a better future for Palestinians?
Karen Dabrowska

James Morris photograph from the That Still Remains series on 
Gaza destruction.

Art and culture does 
not need to take 
sides; it can make 
realities visible
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Muscat

“C
offee, coffee, wel-
come. Please do come 
in.”

In the early 1980s, 
a small boy used to 

greet tourists with these words and 
invite them into his parents’ tradi-
tional house in Misfat al-Abriyeen 
in the heart of Oman’s al-Dakhiliyah 
region.

Years later, the hospitable boy 
turned “Misfat Old House” into 
Oman’s first heritage inn.

“I was young then but enjoyed 
meeting people from different 
countries visiting my small village,” 
recalled Ahmed al-Abri.

Although Omanis are known to 
be a tolerant and friendly people, 
Abri said he encountered resistance 
from villagers when he turned his 
house into a bed-and-breakfast es-
tablishment 

attracting 
young 
tourists 
and 
back-
packers.

“In 
the be-
ginning, 
the villag-
ers were 
not happy 

to 

see the tourists roaming around 
their houses. Some neighbours even 
deposited a complaint at the Minis-
try of Tourism in Muscat,” he said.

Abri’s endeavour was also thwart-
ed by the government’s tourism 
policy, which was designed to at-
tract visitors to five-star luxury ho-
tels. But the many hurdles he faced 
did not discourage the “grown-up 
boy” from pursuing his dream.

“I left my hometown for the first 
time in my life in 1998 to go to a 
university in Muscat where I did 
study archaeology and tourism in 
addition to learning English.

“I was interested in tourism and 
felt that I could use my sense of 
hospitality to develop a business in 
Misfat al-Abriyeen,” he added.

During his studies, Abri present-
ed many papers about his home 
village, including a statistical study 
about the number of tourists it re-
ceived and its potential of becom-
ing a tourist spot for those wanting 
to experience traditional Omani 
life. His graduation project consist-
ed of a comprehensive description 
of life in Misfat.

Shortly after graduation, Abri 
began contemplating transforming 
the family residence into a guest-
house. He started by offering Oma-
ni food and proposing his services 
as a guide to Misfat visitors.

“When my parents 
decided to move 

from the old 
house in 2007, 
I bought the 
place and start-
ed restoration 

works to transform it into a struc-
ture that can host tourists,” he said.

Restoration proved to be a daunt-
ing task.

“The walls were made of mud 
and stones and the space had to be 
redesigned in order to create toi-
lets, which wasn’t easy at all, be-
cause I wanted to keep the original 
shape of the house,” Abri said.

“I had to import wood from Afri-
ca to redo the ceilings of the rooms 
according to the original design and 
it cost me a lot of money.”

Abri finished the restoration in 
2009 but soon faced even bigger 
challenges as the local community 
and the authorities tried to put him 
off. The Tourism Ministry would 
not give him a licence for his bed 
and breakfast because such a clas-
sification did not exist in a country 
known for its high-end tourist ac-
commodation.

“I sent several letters to the min-
istry to get the green light to start 
receiving guests but I did not get 
any answer so I decided to open the 
place anyway,” he said.

Nothing would stop Abri from 
expanding his hospitality busi-
ness. He bought another traditional 
house in 2011, which he restored 
with the intention to turn it into a 
guesthouse.

But the fight was not over. In 
2012, Abri received a letter asking 
him to pay a fine and to close Misfat 
Old House.

“It was a nightmare, but al ham-
doulillah (Thank, God), I ended up 
paying the fine only and the Misfat 
house remained open to visitors,” 

Abri said.
Oman’s Ministry of Tourism has 

since introduced three new catego-
ries to the country’s hotel classifi-
cation list, including guesthouses, 
heritage inns and eco-lodges.

“Today I have my official licence. 
The papers say my business falls in 
the category of heritage inns,” Abri 
said.

“Demand for this type of accom-
modation is growing rapidly be-
cause tourists nowadays want to 
live an authentic experience in the 
country they visit and there is noth-
ing more authentic than living the 
traditional way with all the comfort 
that modernisation offers,” he said

Business is booming for the hos-
pitable boy who grew into a deter-
mined and passionate hospitality 
innovator in his country.

“In 2009 we received 100 people 
in the 12 rooms of Misfat Old house 
but last year we hosted around 
3,200,” he said.

Abri’s fellow villagers soon real-
ised that investing in “budget tour-
ism” could be a lucrative endeavour 
and many planned to start similar 
businesses. They created a tourism 
investment company — Misfat al 
Ahlia LLC — with 50 shareholders 
from Misfat al Abriyeen and bought 
several old houses.

Abri’s attachment to his dream 
helped introduce a new trend in 
Oman’s tourism industry. He said he 
hopes his inn will be a pioneer pro-
ject and copied all over Oman.

Khaled Abdel Malek is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in Oman.

New Omani 
tourism sector 
begins with 
one inn
Khaled Abdel Malek
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Misfah Old House, Oman’s first “Heritage Inn” after restoration.

Misfah Old House, Oman’s first “Heritage Inn” after restoration.

Dubai:
Until September 20th

The eighth Dubai International 
Dance Festival is a multi-art 
event that attracts classical 
dance institutions, academies, 
youth orchestras, bands and 
music ensembles from around 
the region and the world.

Beirut:
Until September 20th

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

Washington:
October 1st-4th

The DC Palestinian Film and 
Arts Festival features ten films, 
discussions with filmmakers, a 
musical programme and a talk 
by a photojournalist from Gaza. 
A new literature programme, 
featuring authors Suad Amiry 
and Ibtisam Azem, will intro-
duce Arabic to the festival for 
the first time. Among other 
firsts, the festival will host Amer 
Shomali from the Palestinian 
territories and Mauricio Misle 
from the Palestinian diaspora of 
Chile. The full programme can 
be found at www.dcpfaf.org.

London:
October 20th-November 8th 

The Nour Festival of Arts shines 
light on the best of contempo-
rary Middle Eastern and North 
African arts and culture in 
venues across Kensington and 
Chelsea in London. The festival 
has a rich programme featuring 
exhibitions, music, film, food, 
talks and dance.

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 sunrise. 
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, illumi-
nating statues on the building’s 
back wall. After meditating and 
admiring the statues, people 
celebrate by enjoying food, 
dance and singing arranged by 
residents of the area.

Douz, Tunisia:
November

The International Festival of the 
Sahara has been celebrated for 
more than a century. It is the 
largest and most well-known 
such gathering in Tunisia and 
attracts visitors from around the 
world. The festival features a 
variety of events, ranging from 
camel racing to a traditional 
Bedouin marriage ceremony 
along with displays of tradi-
tional local crafts. There’s music 
and dancing in the town at the 
Maison de la Culture in Place des 
Martyrs.


