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Surprise return of Yemen’s president to Aden

Hollande visit ushers in Morocco-France thaw

Casablanca

F 

rench President François 
Hollande said at the end 
of a two-day visit to Mo-
rocco that strains in rela-
tions with the kingdom 

had been resolved.
“The difficulties between the 

two countries are not only erased, 
overcome, but mostly surpassed,” 
Hollande said in Tangier on Sep-
tember 20th.

Morocco suspended judicial co-
operation with France in Febru-
ary 2014 after French authorities 
attempted to question the head of 
Morocco’s domestic intelligence 
service, Abdellatif Hammouchi, 
over torture allegations. French-
Moroccan activists had filed com-
plaints against Hammouchi for 
complicity in torture.

France and Morocco, however, 
resumed judicial cooperation in 
February 2015.

“French and Moroccan intelli-
gence services maintain intensive 
cooperation to ensure the security 
of Moroccans like the French and 

beyond,” Hollande said, highlight-
ing the importance of security co-
operation.

His visit came after French jour-
nalists Catherine Graciet and Eric 
Laurent were accused of threatening 
to publish a damaging book about 
Moroccan King Mohammed VI un-

less they were paid 3 million euros 
($3.4 million). The pair deny any 
wrongdoing.

When asked about the issue, 
Hollande reiterated France’s com-
mitment to the basic principles of 
press freedom and independence 
of justice.

But Jack Lang, former minister 
and current president of the Arab 
World Institute, a Paris-based 
group devoted to art of the Arab 
world, said, “Moroccan authorities 
do not doubt for a second that we 
are with the king in rejecting such 
behaviour.”

Hollande was clearly intent on 
opening a new chapter with Mo-
rocco.

In August 2014, France launched 
Operation Barkhane in sub-Saha-
ran Africa to fight Islamist groups 
linked to al-Qaeda.

 Nine French soldiers were killed 
in Mali. King Mohammed VI was 
instrumental in facilitating peace 
talks between the Malian govern-
ment and armed groups, which 

culminated in an agreement in 
June that halted years of fighting 
in northern Mali.

The French and Moroccans also 
share a common interest in ending 
Libya’s civil strife.

Among the announcements dur-
ing Hollande’s visit was one that 
called for cooperation in training 
imams since the radicalisation of 
young Muslims is a major concern 
for France. 

About 50 French imams a year 
are to be trained at the Mohammed 
VI Institute in Rabat. The institute 
is part of Morocco’s attempts to 
promote religious moderation and 
tolerance.

France seeks to once again be-
come Morocco’s leading economic 
partner after being overtaken by 
Spain in recent years. A delegation 
of French business leaders accom-
panied Hollande to Morocco and at 
least 750 French companies oper-
ate in the North African country  
in various sectors, including auto-
motive, aerospace and transporta-
tion.

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

London

Y 

emeni President Abd 
Rabbo Mansour Hadi, 
in exile in Saudi Arabia 
since March after leaving 
Aden ahead of a Houthi 

rebel advance, has returned to the 
city.

Hadi returned September 22nd, 
one day after Houthis celebrat-
ed the first anniversary of their  
takeover of Sana’a, when they 
placed Hadi and the prime minister 
at the time, Khaled Bahah, under 
house arrest.

Leading the first meeting of his 
government in Aden, Hadi told 
ministers: “Soon, we’ll be meeting 
in Sana’a”, according to local re-
ports.

“The return to the capital Sana’a 
will come soon after the liberation 
of all cities and provinces from 
the [Houthi] militias… The phase 
of construction and reconstruc-
tion and the rise of the nation has 
started on the ground,” Hadi said in 
a statement

Speaking to Al Arabiya, Yem-
eni activist Mohamed Abdul Sattar 
said: “There is public rejoicing at 
President Hadi’s return, which rep-
resents constitutional and popular 
legitimacy. The people hope his re-
turn is the beginning to the return 
of legitimacy to Yemen and the re-
turn of security and stability to the 
country.”

With the Saudi-led military coa-
lition making slow but steady pro-
gress in the central province of 
Marib, ahead of an expected push 
to retake Sana’a, Hadi’s return to 
Yemen is meant to send a message 

to the Iran-backed Houthi rebels.
Yemeni sources close to the 

president have been quoted in 
the Arab media as saying that 

Hadi will personally and directly 
take charge of the war effort against 
the rebels in the push to retake 
Marib.

The Yemeni president has a dis-
tinguished military career, occu-
pying a number of military posts 
in South Yemen. After defecting 
to North Yemen, he was appointed 
minister of defence and played a 
leading role in the 1994 civil war.

Hadi’s return to the southern port 
city marks the second time since 
the Houthi takeover of the coun-
try that the Yemeni president has 

established a government in Aden. 
Hadi escaped Houthi house arrest in 
Sana’a in February, re-establishing 
his government in Aden. But the 
Yemeni government had to flee in 
March after Houthi forces moved to 
capture the city.

Hadi travelled to Saudi Arabia, 
which offered his government its 
support and launched a military op-
eration that began with Operation 
Decisive Storm and continues as 
Operation Restoring Hope to push 
back the Houthis.

Since the start of the Saudi-led 
military intervention, the Houthis 
have lost control of five southern 
provinces to Hadi loyalists, with 
military analysts expecting Marib to 
be retaken next.

Hadi is expected to return to Aden 

permanently, which once again 
becomes the seat of Yemen’s legiti-
mate government. “Yemen is now 
experiencing a new historic period 
following the return of legitimacy,” 
Foreign Minister Riad Yassin said.

“We will see the return of the 
Yemeni state in the near future,” he 
added in comments broadcast by 
Sky News.

Hadi was expected to fly to New 
York to brief the United Nations 
about the situation in Yemen. After 
that, he will use Aden as a launch-
ing pad to visit regional capitals and 
carry out diplomatic efforts on be-
half of Yemen’s legitimate govern-
ment, Yassin said.

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.
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Yemeni President Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi arrives at an airbase near the civilian airport in Yemen’s 
southern city of Aden on September 22nd.
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to the Iran-backed 
Houthi rebels
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French President François Hollande, left, and Morocco’s King 
Mohammed VI wave to the crowd from their car, on September 
19th, in the Moroccan port city of Tangier.
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In Syria, Russia and Iran have different plans
Beirut

A 

n intriguing question 
surrounding Russian 
military involvement 
in Syria is what it tells 
us about Russia’s rela-

tionship with Iran. Moscow and 
Tehran have parallel interests in 
Syria but tell-tale signs show a dif-
ference in approach, which the 
regime of Syrian President Bashar 
Assad will play on to define the 
outcomes it prefers.

Iran’s priorities in Syria, like 
those of Russia, have been to 
maintain Assad in power. The as-
sumption that either country 
would give up on him was always 
unrealistic. Assad has been expen-
sive to maintain but he sits atop an 
Alawite-dominated military-intel-
ligence network put in place by his 
father. Removing him threatens to 
unravel it.

However, Iran had another ma-
jor stake in helping defend the 
Syrian regime, namely protecting 
areas in Syria that could provide 
its Lebanese ally Hezbollah with 
strategic depth in a conflict with 
Israel. Without this, the Iranians 
feel, they would no longer have a 
deterrence capability with regard 
to Israel, which could imperil Iran’s 
influence in the Levant.

In this context Iran has focused 
on securing what is referred to as 
“essential Syria” — Damascus, Syr-
ia’s Mediterranean coast and the 
areas linking the two, particularly 
the districts of Homs and parts 
of Hama. To ensure geographical 
continuity with Lebanon, Hezbol-
lah has fought hard to clear the 
Qalamoun district in Syria, along 
Lebanon’s north-eastern frontier, 
of rebel groups.

In parallel to this, the Iranians 

have reportedly urged the Assad 
regime to abandon outlying areas 
far from “essential Syria”, which 
are a drain on the regime’s limited 
manpower. While tactically sound, 
such a policy can only accelerate 
Syria’s fragmentation and indicate 
that Tehran seeks Syria’s de facto 
partition.

Apparently, the Syrian regime 
has had grave doubts about this 
advice. Until now, it has not pulled 
out of Aleppo, Deir ez-Zor and 
Sweida, all places outside “essen-
tial Syria”.

The Russian strategy is more 
ambiguous. While there have been 
reports that the Russians, too, 
have recommended that the Syr-
ian Army regroup and abandon 
far-flung positions, there is some 
question as to whether things are 
as simple as that.

The Russians, unlike the Irani-
ans, seem more concerned with 
maintaining the geographical in-
tegrity of the Syrian state and the 
continuity of the military and se-
curity apparatus. A fragmented 
Syria would not only mean per-
manent instability, it would cre-
ate a breeding ground for terrorist 
groups, with those from the Cau-
casus and Central Asia possibly at-
tacking Russia.

If this is true, in the long run 
Moscow would be more likely to 
push for the gradual re-conquest 
of Syria by the regime under the 
guise of an anti-terrorism cam-
paign, in parallel with a political 
plan to gradually consolidate As-
sad rule. This is easier said than 
done but is the path most satisfy-
ing the regime.

As the Iranians have shown in 
Iraq, Syria and Lebanon, they tend 
to expand their power in Arab 
countries by keeping their socie-
ties divided. Tehran’s backing for 
sectarian militias in Iraq, Syria and 

Lebanon all suggest that it prefers 
working through groups allowing 
it to circumvent Arab governments 
while exploiting sectarian rifts in 
Arab states.

This frequently means that Iran 
places pro-Iranian groups or other 
allies in the firing line of sectarian 
conflicts, in the process degrading 
their capabilities and increasing 
the hostility directed against them 
from other sectarian groups.

This has been true in Iraq, for 
instance, where sectarian Shia 
militias have alienated the Sunni 
community, provoking a strong 
counter-reaction even from Shia 
Ayatollah Ali Sistani, a defender of 
the Iraqi state and sovereignty. In 
Syria, the Assad regime has fought 
Sunnis without pity but the result 
has also been heavy loss of life 
among the minority Alawite com-
munity.

Iran has used Hezbollah and 
other Shia militias with abandon in 
Syria, slowly grinding them down. 
This has provoked anger in Leba-
non’s Shia community, stuck in a 
quagmire.

If the Assad regime prefers the 
Russian approach, that’s not sur-
prising. For one thing, its own 
legitimacy was always based on 
portraying itself as an Arab na-
tionalist regime, which permanent 
subordination to Shia Iran hardly  
allows.

Secondly, Russia’s ultimate end-
game is probably to reunite the 
Syrian state under Assad, while 
Iran would be satisfied with a Syr-
ia that remains in pieces, which 
would be easier to control.

These differences notwithstand-
ing, what is likely to occur is a di-
vision of labour between Iran and 
Russia. The current Russian mili-

tary intervention was, at least part-
ly, confirmation that Iran’s strategy 
has not worked.

In June, amid reports that Iran 
would deploy forces to Syria, Qas-
sem Soleimani, head of al-Quds 
Force of the Islamic Revolution-
ary Guards Corps, declared: “The 
world will be surprised by what we 
and the Syrian military leadership 
are preparing for the coming days.” 
Nothing happened and the rebels 
gained ground.

Today, Russia has taken the lead 

in Syria, while Iran will continue to 
be the major player affecting Leba-
non, Shia militias on the ground, 
and the Golan. Both will collabo-
rate to bolster Assad but only one 
of them may determine what kind 
of Syria emerges from the terrible 
carnage of the war.

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.

A satellite image shows a Russian AN-124 Condor transport plane 
at the Latakia airbase, on September 15th.
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Russia’s Syrian escalation

T 

here are a number of 
different objectives 
behind the Russian 
escalation in Syria. 
Moscow is clearly 
more than happy for 

everyone to know that it is 
sending arms and “humanitarian 
assistance” to the Syrian regime 
and even deploying soldiers to the 
country, to confirm that it is 
playing a primary role, alongside 
Iran of course, to guarantee the 
survival of the Syrian regime.

There has long been a Russian 
desire to ensure the survival of 
the regime in Syria that is 
currently led by President Bashar 
Assad and which is closer to being 
an Iranian hostage than a 
sovereign government. Despite all 
this, questions remain: What 
exactly does Russia want? Does its 
backing for the Syrian regime 
necessarily mean that Assad must 
remain at the helm? Could 
Moscow accept the regime 
remaining but under the control 
of another party?

Could a senior Alawite military 
figure take over, particularly 
given that most are graduates of 

Russian military institutions? In 
that way one could say that 

even if Assad were to step down, 
nothing would change in Syria, at 
least from the Kremlin’s 
standpoint.

Russia’s stance on Syria is 
perplexing. This is either the 
result of Moscow simply not 
understanding Syria or an actual 
desire on the part of the Russians 
to see Syria become a theatre for 
constant and endless wars. If the 
latter is true, and it may well be, 
then there are a number of 
reasons for this intransigent 
stance. Moscow is glad to see 
foreign Islamists — Chechens, 
Tajiks, Uzbeks and Turkmen — die 
in Syria, so long as they are not 
actually able to secure a victory 
over the Assad regime. At a time 
when Russia is afraid of the 
spectre of Islamist extremism and 

terrorism in the Islamic republics 
closest to it, Moscow is more than 
happy to see Syria become a 
quagmire for these Islamist 
fighters.

Ultimately, Russia wants to be 
able to say that Syria, as we knew 
it, is over. While a desire to ensure 
that Syrian territory will never be 
used to transport gas from the 
Gulf to Europe might also be a 
consideration. 

Thirdly, and perhaps most 
importantly, Russia wants to 
confirm that it remains a major 
player in the Middle East, 
regardless of Assad’s eventual 
fate. 

In any case, it is clear from 
Syrian-Russian relations 
throughout history that Moscow 
has no compunction with using 

Syria and its regime to sabotage 
the region. 

In fact, the modern Russian 
Federation, and before that the 
Soviet Union, has done everything 
in its power to incite chaos in the 
Middle East. The Kremlin’s de 
facto strategy in the region has 
always been to weaken Arab 
states. That was true in the Soviet 
era, and it is true today.

While in the past, the Soviet 
Union pursued this policy to 
strengthen its position in the 
region. Today, Moscow is doing 
this to revitalise its flagging 
presence in the Middle East, 
seeking to portray itself as a vital 
partner in the war against terror 
and particularly the Islamic State 
(ISIS).  In the past, the Soviet 
Union’s policy in the Middle East 
was absurd. Russia’s policy in the 
Middle East today is similarly 
absurd. This has not changed.

For Moscow, the Arabs are 
nothing more than a tool that can 
be used to serve its own interests. 
So a fragmented Syria will prevent 
Gulf gas from being transported to 
Europe. A divided Syria and its 
never-ending wars will be a sink 
for Islamist fighters, keeping them 
out of Russia. A war-torn and 
ruined Syria will allow Russian 
President Vladimir Putin to show 
that he is the leader able to return 
Russia to its global role.

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

Khairallah 
Khairallah

View point
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For Moscow, the Arabs are 
nothing more than a tool 
that can be used to serve 
Russian interests

Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif (R) listens to 
his Russian counterpart Sergei Lavrov, in Moscow, last August.

Special Focus Russia and the war in Syria
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Moscow steps up military presence in Syria

Beirut

R 

ussia has significantly 
ramped up its military 
presence in war-torn 
Syria under the aegis of 
fighting Islamic State 

(ISIS) jihadists, providing advanced 
air and ground weapons that the 
Syrian Army was quick to employ 
against the notorious group. But 

Syrian opposition figures and rebel 
groups dismiss the moves as yet an-
other bid to prop up the regime of 
President Bashar Assad.

Four Russian-made fighter jets 
launched more than a dozen air 
strikes against the city of Raqqa on 
September 17th, where the city’s 
weary inhabitants were already 
reeling from months of sorties by 
both the Syrian regime and the in-
ternational coalition mobilised to 
fight ISIS.

Hospital sources said 37 people, 
mostly women and children, were 
killed and 65 others wounded. Lo-
cal observers said the firepower 
involved was significantly greater 
than that previously used by the 
regime. Entire city blocks were pul-
verised by the new aircraft.

According to Syrian political 
sources, the regime has begun us-
ing new Russian weaponry in La-
takia province, where battles have 
raged between regime troops and 
opposition gunmen.

On the same day of the Raqqa air 
strikes, social media accounts close 
to the Syrian Army’s 4th Division 
led by Major-General Maher Assad, 
the brother of the Syrian president, 
claimed that “new Russian weap-
ons have now become operational, 
beginning in Raqqa, to be used in 
eliminating the terrorists of ISIS”.

Syrian opposition sources main-
tain that while Russian President 
Vladimir Putin is trying to court the 
West by entering the fight against 
ISIS, the move is a bid to shore up 
the legitimacy of his ally Assad, 
whose forces have incurred signifi-
cant losses in recent months.

During a meeting in Moscow two 
months ago with Syrian Foreign 
Minister Walid Muallem, Putin ad-
vocated forming an international 
anti-ISIS alliance in which Syr-
ian regime forces would join troops 

from Turkey and Saudi Arabia to 
serve as the ground forces of the 
US-led coalition.

Some observers say Russia wants 
the alliance to give the Syrian Army 
pride of place because it is familiar 
with the demographics and geogra-
phy of the areas where battles with 
ISIS are raging and because the 
regime has sleeper cells in those 
places.

While some opposition figures 
stress that Russia has been heav-
ily involved in the war for several 
years, the recent moves do contain 
new elements.

Mustafa Seijari, a member of the 
Revolution Leadership Council in 
Syria, told The Arab Weekly that 
“what’s happening today repre-
sents a new policy by Russia, name-
ly acting openly”.

“Either the Syrian regime is about 
to collapse, which prompted the 
Russians to announce that they 
would be protecting their interests 
in Syria or Russia is part of the in-
ternational policy of dividing the 
country and wants its share of the 
cake, in an open and obvious fash-
ion, by telling everyone, ‘This part 
is mine’,” he said.

Opposition sources say Moscow’s 
move towards a more direct role 
came after successive setbacks for 
the Syrian Army, as both Russia and 
Iran seek to salvage their ally — the 
former by providing weapons, the 
latter through manpower.

Arab sources familiar with the 
conflict said that during a visit to 
Iran earlier this year, Syrian De-
fence Minister General Fahd Jassem 
al-Freij requested 30,000 fighters, 
while the Iranians agreed to send 
100,000. However, this offer was 
rejected because “100,000 would 
mean that Syria was occupied by 
Iran”.

A high-ranking Syrian Army of-
ficer told The Arab Weekly that 
“our close cooperation with Russia 

involves no Russian forces on the 
ground. There are only experts who 
train Syrian soldiers on the weap-
ons provided based on agreements 
signed between Moscow and Da-
mascus prior to the Syrian crisis.”

Some Syrian rebel groups are 
openly dismissive of Moscow’s 
gambit. Bassam Hajji Mustafa, a po-
litical official from the Noureddine 
al-Zenki Brigade, a leading militia 
active in Aleppo, called it a “stupid 
move that will end quickly — like 
the end of the Soviet occupation of 
Afghanistan or the situation of Ser-
bia during the Bosnia-Herzegovina 
conflict”.

One of the most talked-about ar-
eas of Russia’s stepped-up involve-
ment is on the Syrian coast.

Several locals, who declined to be 
identified due to the sensitivity of 
the matter, talked about the steady 
build-up near Banias — primarily 

surveying and digging — supervised 
by individuals in civilian dress.

The activity has an echo in Lata-
kia province to the north at the Bas-
sel Assad airport.

Again, residents spoke of 
stepped-up construction activity 
over the last two months.

An employee, who gave his name 
as Kamal, said the airport was di-
vided into two sections — one for 
receiving passengers and civilian 
flights to and from other Syrian cit-
ies, while the purpose of the sec-
ond is unknown and shrouded in 
secrecy.

Although some of Russia’s 
stepped-up presence is being kept 
secret, the developments are im-
possible to hide; a Russian media 
delegation that recently inter-
viewed Assad also visited the coast 
and met with Russian soldiers at 
the Tartus naval facility.

The Arab Weekly staff

Putin complicates Ankara’s calculations

Istanbul

G 

rowing military support 
by Russia for Turkey’s 
arch foe, Syria’s President 
Bashar Assad, is likely to 
make it harder for Ankara 

to realise its own aims in the war-
torn country on its southern border.

Turkey says the removal of Assad 
from power is a precondition for a 
lasting solution to the conflict in 
Syria but Russia backs Assad. An es-
timated 320,000 people have been 
killed and millions have been driven 
from their homes. Turkey has taken 
in close to 2 million Syrian refugees.

Attempts to reconcile contrasting 
approaches by Turkey and Russia 
have failed. Referring to the Rus-
sian position that the people of Syria 
should decide Assad’s future role, 
Turkish Foreign Minister Feridun 
Sinirlioglu told the state-run Anad-
olu news agency on September 18th 
that Syrians had made that choice 
already. “Ruling a country is impos-
sible for a man who declared war 
on his own people,” Sinirlioglu said 
about Assad.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan is preparing for a one-day 
visit to Moscow, during which he is 
expected to tell his Russian counter-
part Vladimir Putin that there can be 
no solution in Syria if Assad stays on 
as president. The pro-government 
Daily Sabah newspaper reported Er-
dogan’s message to Putin would in-
clude a warning that the latest Rus-
sian-Iranian push to end the Syrian 

crisis was “unlikely to bring peace as 
long as Assad remains in power”.

The Kremlin has called for Syrian 
government troops as well as Iran, 
Assad’s other regional ally, to join 
the fight against the Islamic State 
(ISIS), which occupies parts of east-
ern and north-eastern Syria. The 
West is concerned that Russia might 
be preparing to enter the Syrian war.

For years, Erdogan tried to loosen 
Russia’s support for Assad and was, 
until very recently, convinced he 
was making headway. The Turkish 
president in August said that Putin 
was no longer completely deter-
mined to prop up Assad at all cost 
and that Russia might “give up” on 

the Syrian president.
But in the weeks that followed, 

Russia has sent additional military 
hardware and advisers to Syria af-
ter the Assad government suffered 
setbacks against ISIS and other rebel 
groups. Moscow says it is ready to 
send ground troops as well if Syria 
were to ask for a Russian contingent.

Erdogan recently told a television 
interviewer he was “shocked” by 
Putin’s actions after his face-to-face 
meeting with Putin in June and was 
trying to understand the Russian ap-
proach. Erdogan said Putin’s public 
stance on Syria did not match state-
ments the Russian president made 
behind closed doors.

So far, Ankara has been deter-
mined not to let the Syrian issue 
spoil bilateral ties with Moscow, 
especially in trade. But the arrival 
of modern Russian weapons in As-
sad’s arsenals is directly challeng-
ing Turkey’s goals in Syria and could 
lead to Turkish-backed rebels com-
ing under pressure by a regime army 
strengthened by Russian-made 
hardware. There have been reported 
sightings of Russian fighter jets in 
the north-western Syrian province 
of Idlib, which borders Turkey.

Cenk Baslamis, a Turkish journal-
ist specialising in Turkish-Russian 
relations, told the Haberturk news-
paper that ties have been “overshad-
owed” by Russia’s show of strength 
in Syria. Baslamis and other observ-
ers say it is unlikely that Russian 
troops will fight rebels alongside As-
sad’s military.

 “Russia does not want another 
Afghanistan,” Bassam Imadi, a for-
mer Syrian ambassador who is now 
a Rome-based opposition activist, 
told The Arab Weekly. He said Pu-
tin was concerned that a sudden 
collapse of the Assad government 
could destabilise Russia’s southern 
Caucasus region and former Soviet 
republics in Central Asia by show-
ing Muslims there that it is possible 
to take matters in their own hands. 
“Russia wants the revolution to stop 

there” in Syria, he said.
Moscow’s second aim in Syria was 

to secure Russian influence in the 
Middle East by preventing Assad’s 
defeat on the battlefield, Imadi said. 
“The military aid is in fact a political 
step” by Russia, he added. “If Assad 
falls, Russia loses its influence in the 
region.”

Another strategic aim by Moscow 
was to make sure Russia would “get 
a seat at the table” when and if in-
ternational powers come together 
to decide Syria’s future, Imadi said. 
Putin also wants to make sure Rus-
sia keeps its navy base in the Syr-
ian port of Tartus, the only Russian 
Navy installation on the Mediterra-
nean.

The stepped-up presence by Rus-
sia in Syria could affect Turkey’s 
own plans for the region, including 
the creation of a so-called safe zone 
on Syrian territory. With Russia get-
ting more involved militarily and es-
tablishing an airbase near the Syrian 
port of Latakia, chances for the crea-
tion of the buffer zone are diminish-
ing, observers say. Ankara’s dreams 
“are falling through”, journalist 
Vecih Cuzdan wrote in an analysis 
for the website Sendika.org.

Given the strength of Russia’s in-
terests and its determination to se-
cure them by military means, there 
is little Turkey can do to stop Mos-
cow. Ankara “lacks the influence to 
make Russia change its ways”, Fe-
him Tastekin, a foreign policy col-
umnist at the Turkish news portal 
Radikal, wrote on September 16th.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Istanbul.

Uneasy ties. Turkey’s President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (L) with 
Russian President Vladimir Putin, in Moscow, on September 23rd.

Thomas Seibert

Special Focus Russia and the war in Syria

Four Russian-made 
fighter jets launched 
more than a dozen 
air strikes against 
the city of Raqqa on 
September 17th

Opposition figures 
stress that Russia 
has been heavily 
involved in the war 
for several years

Israel-Russia angle. Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu 
and Russian President Vladimir Putin discussed in Moscow, 
on September 21st, means to avoid clashes between the two 
militaries’ planes in Syria.

The stepped-up 
presence by Russia 
in Syria could affect 
Turkey’s own plans 
for the region
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Egypt maintains Sinai offensive v ISIS

Cairo

T 

he Egyptian Army contin-
ues to crack down on mili-
tants in the Sinai peninsu-
la, in north-eastern Egypt 
on the border with Israel 

and the Gaza Strip, in the largest 
and most comprehensive offensive 
in the area in years.

The army has killed hundreds of 
militants and arrested hundreds 
of others, according to military 
spokesman Mohamed Samir, who 
publishes details of the operation 
on Facebook.

The operation, which began Sep-
tember 7th, aims to put an end to 
militancy in Sinai, military experts 
say.

“This is the largest operation of its 
kind against the terrorists in Sinai in 
a long time,” said Nabil Fouad, a for-
mer defence minister. “The army is 
launching it after it had already de-
termined the locations and hiding 
places of the terrorists.”

Code-named Martyrs’ Right, the 
operation marks a serious change in 
the tactics of the Egyptian Army in 
Sinai. This is one of the first times 
the army has taken the initiative in 
attacking Sinai’s militants after long 
being on the defensive.

The army during the past two 
years focused on defending check-
points and security facilities against 
militant attacks. Militancy emerged 

as a threat in Sinai almost three 
years ago when 17 Egyptian troops 
were killed by unidentified mili-
tants. The militants hijacked two 
armoured vehicles and rammed 
the border fence with Israel before 
they were stopped by the Israeli Air 
Force.

A short time later, militants kid-
napped seven Egyptian soldiers, 
who were later released unharmed 
following negotiations.

Repeated attacks, however, have 
claimed scores of Egyptian military 
and police lives in Sinai. The at-
tacks were claimed by a shadowy 
group that called itself Ansar Beit 

al-Maqdis. In November 2014, the 
group pledged allegiance to the Is-
lamic State (ISIS).

Apart from Sinai, ISIS also 
launched attacks in Cairo and in oth-
er provinces, proving itself to be a 
difficult group to defeat for the mili-
tary, considered one of the strongest 
in the Middle East in terms of equip-
ment, manpower and training.

A recent ISIS assault included 
an attempt to overrun parts of the 
northern Sinai cities of Rafah and 
Sheikh Zuweid with coordinated 
attacks against several Egyptian 
army posts. The offensive was re-
pulsed and the army killed scores of 

militants. About 20 Egyptian troops 
died in the attacks, according to the 
army spokesman.

Security expert Khaled Okasha 
says the Egyptian operation in Si-
nai will not come to an end before 
the army eradicates ISIS from Sinai. 
He cited Egyptian plans for devel-
opment in the Suez Canal region 
— only a few kilometres from Sinai 
— as a main reason for the offensive.

“The government has big plans 
for this region,” Okasha said. “What 
ISIS wants to do is to prove that this 
region in particular and Egypt in 
general are not stable or safe for in-
vestment.”

In August, Egypt opened a paral-
lel channel to the Suez Canal, allow-
ing two-way transit in the canal for 
the first time since it was opened in 
1869. The government plans to turn 
the banks of the canal into a major 
industrial and service hub, attract-
ing hundreds of billions of dollars in 
investments.

The project is expected to eco-
nomically transform Egypt and cre-
ate hundreds of thousands of jobs.

Other security and military ex-
perts, however, say the timing of the 
Sinai offensive is more linked to the 
army’s hope to defeat ISIS in Sinai 

so it can focus on the growing ISIS 
presence in neighbouring Libya.

ISIS recently overran three Liby-
an cities close to the Egyptian bor-
der. The militant group staged four 
deadly attacks on Egyptian security 
forces in Egypt’s western desert in 
recent months.

On September 14th, ISIS militants 
kidnapped a resident of the west-
ern region and cut off his head after 
accusing him of being an army in-
formant. On the same day, Egyptian 
planes killed 12 people, including 
eight Mexican tourists, after mis-
taking them for ISIS terrorists. The 
event led to diplomatic tensions be-
tween Egypt and Mexico.

On September 15th, the Egyptian 
Army was reported to have discov-
ered a major arms stockpile near the 
site of the attack on the tourists.

The operation in Sinai includes at-
tacks on the mountainous hideouts 
of the ISIS militants and destruction 
of tunnels used by the militants to 
smuggle and warehouse arms and 
explosives. Ground troops, the air 
force and special combat police 
troops have been utilised in the of-
fensive.

“The army seeks to besiege the 
terrorists, cut communication lines 
between them and disrupt their 
supplies,” Fouad said. “These meas-
ures will surely undermine their 
power and lead to their inevitable 
end.”

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

Egyptian Army vehicles in northern Sinai at the Egyptian side of 
the border town of Rafah, on September 21st.

Amr Emam

New cabinet, enduring challenges for Egypt

Shady Sayed

Cairo

E
gypt’s new government, 
sworn in after the previous 
administration resigned 
in a corruption scandal, 
faces the challenges of an 

Islamist security threat and a falter-
ing economy as it guides the coun-
try to new elections.

The government formed on Sep-
tember 19th by Sherif Ismail, a 
petroleum minister under former 
prime minister Ibrahim Mahlab, 
will have less than three months 
in office with parliamentary elec-
tions scheduled to begin October 

17th and end in December — the 
third and final step of Egypt’s post-
Muslim Brotherhood road map an-
nounced by President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi more than two years ago.

The new administration will have 
to confront the Islamic State (ISIS) 
in the Sinai peninsula and else-
where, and deal with increased dis-
satisfaction with the government’s 
handling the war on terror follow-
ing the killing of eight Mexican 
tourists and the effect on Egypt’s 
vital tourism industry. Egypt also 
faces a host of socio-economic 
problems, which include rising 
commodity prices, deteriorating 
public services and endemic cor-
ruption, experts say.

“This is the reason why the gov-

ernment has to work 24/7,” Amr 
Hassanein, an economics professor 
at the American University in Cairo, 
said. “The people have high expec-
tations and these expectations have 
turned into yet another problem.”

Mahlab had been a popular 
prime minister and was often seen 
meeting ordinary citizens, but his 
government ultimately failed to 
meet expectations and submitted 

resigned after a high-profile cor-
ruption case involving then-agri-
culture minister Salah Eddin Helal. 
Helal was arrested September 7th 
and the government stepped down 
a few days later.

Corruption is said to cost Egypt 
$25 billion a year, according to gov-
ernment data. Egypt’s gross domes-
tic product in 2014 was estimated at 
$287 billion.

The decision to form a new gov-
ernment was an effort on Sisi’s part 
to sway the public away from pun-
ishing parties backing his admin-
istration in the forthcoming elec-
tions, media reports said. Ismail, 
the new prime minister, is a tech-
nocrat with no history of member-
ship of political parties.

Sisi has shown little indica-
tion that he will change his stance 
on security, with Egypt’s Interior 
and Defence ministers remaining 
unchanged. But with just a few 
months in office before elections, 
Ismail’s government will have to 
work to restore public confidence.

“This is why I say this govern-
ment will be racing against time to 
solve all these problems before the 
elections,” said Mukhtar al-Sherif, 
an economics professor at Al-Azhar 
University. “Whether it will suc-
ceed in doing this is something that 
will be clear in a few weeks from 
now.”

Shady Sayed is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Egypt.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi (R) stands in front of newly-appointed Prime Minister Sharif Ismail (L) during a swearing-in ceremony, on September 19th.

Ismail, the new 
prime minister, is a 
technocrat with no 
history of 
membership of 
political parties

“This is the largest 
operation of its kind 
against the terrorists 
in Sinai in a long 
time.”
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S 

audi Arabia deployed a mas-
sive security presence and 
warned against unrest dur-
ing what has been one of the 
most difficult haj pilgrim-

ages in recent years after a crane 
collapse in Mecca’s Grand Mosque 
resulted in the deaths of more than 
100 people.

Riyadh installed 100,000 security 
personnel to oversee the annual haj 
pilgrimage, the Interior Ministry 
said amid fears of terrorist attacks 
targeting pilgrims. 

From a security standpoint the 
run-up to the pilgrimage was more 
tense than most, with Islamic State 
(ISIS) franchises in Saudi Arabia 
recently carrying out attacks, in-
cluding suicide bombings targeting 
mosques.

“We always concentrate on haj 
considering that a threat might ex-
ist. We’ve been targeted by terror-
ism for years now and we know that 
we are a target for terrorist groups,” 
Interior Ministry spokesman Major-
General Mansour al-Turki told the 
Associated Press on September 19th.

Turki acknowledged that 2015 had 
seen the most terrorist acts since 
2003, when al-Qaeda launched a 

wave of bombings, including the 
Riyadh compound attacks. He 
stressed, however, that security au-
thorities were on high alert, ready to 
deal with any attempt to disrupt the 
haj.

“We’re active, we’re awake,” Turki 
said, referring to elite counterter-
rorism units, traffic police, emer-
gency civil defence personnel and 
additional army and national guard 
troops deployed to Mecca to assist 
with crowd control and safety.

In addition to security manpower, 
Saudi Arabia’s Interior Ministry is 
using modern surveillance technol-
ogy to monitor pilgrims, including 
approximately 5,000 CCTV cameras 
installed throughout pilgrim sites.

Close to 3 million people from 
across the world descended on the 
holy cities of Mecca and Medina to 
perform the haj — the fifth pillar of 
Islam.

Saudi officials said they foiled a 
number of terrorist attacks in the 
run-up to the pilgrimage, including 
an attack on a major oil processing 
facility in Abqaiq on September 4th. 

Authorities also raided two terror 
cells on September 16th, one in east-
ern Riyadh and another in Dhurma 
in Riyadh governorate. They seized 
an explosive belt and bomb-making 
equipment in Dhurma and arrested 
two people after a shoot-out with 
police. Two other suspects escaped.

This was the latest incident in a 
major crackdown on ISIS, resulting 
in the arrest of more than 400 al-
leged members of the group in July.

“We feel proud of our security 
agencies for carrying out successful 
pre-emptive operations against ter-
rorists in eastern Riyadh and Dhur-

ma. In the war against terrorism, the 
people are supporting the govern-
ment’s efforts by providing infor-
mation about suspicion activities, 
even of their own relatives. This 
partnership should be considered a 
success,” Saudi writer Abdulaziz al-
Jarallah said.

It is not just terrorists that Saudi 
authorities are worried about, with 
Interior Minister Crown Prince Mo-
hammed bin Nayef bin Abdul-Aziz 
warning pilgrims against politicis-
ing the haj.

“The security forces are ready to 
confront any irresponsible behav-
iour that might pollute the purity 

of haj or endanger the lives of the 
guests of Allah,” Mohammed said 
before the start of haj.

At a time of sectarian infighting in 
a number of Middle Eastern coun-
tries and major unease between 
Tehran and Riyadh over Iran’s nu-
clear deal, there had been fears that 
political unrest could boil over dur-
ing the haj.

But for pilgrims, haj is a time of 
unity, not division, with Muslims of 
different nationalities, backgrounds 
and sects coming together to stand, 
shoulder to shoulder, and pray to-
gether.

“During haj, Muslims from all over 
the world gather at one site and per-
form the same rituals without any 
discrimination on the basis of race, 
gender, nationality or social status… 
People get closer, setting aside their 
ethnic, radical and economic differ-
ences,” said Saudi writer Abdullah 
Munawar Al-Jumaili in an op-ed 
published in Saudi Arabian newspa-
per Al-Madinah.

Saudi Arabia 
spotlights haj 
security
Mahmud el-Shafey

Mahmud el-Shafey

Members of Saudi security forces take part in an exercise in preparation for the annual haj pilgrimage 
in the holy city of Mecca, September 17th.

Riyadh installed 
100,000 security 
personnel to oversee 
the annual haj 
pilgrimage

London

T 

he Saudi-led anti-Houthi 
coalition in Yemen is 
carrying out air strikes 
against targets in and 
around Sana’a in coordi-

nation with pro-government loyal-
ists who are preparing to march on 
the capital.

This is part of a major offensive 
launched on September 14th to 

retake Sana’a following gains in 
southern Yemen, including captur-
ing the strategic port city of Aden 
in July.

The legitimate government of 
Yemen returned to Aden from ex-
ile in Saudi Arabia on September 
16th. Vice-President Khaled Bahah 
was among seven officials reaching 
Aden, joining ministers who had 
returned earlier in what represents 
a strong indication of the Gulf coa-
lition’s confidence of its control in 
southern Yemen. Yemeni President 
Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi returned 

to the city on September 22nd after 
nearly six months in exile.

“The security file, reconstruc-
tion and incorporating the south-
ern resistance into the army,” top 
the government’s agenda, Bahah 
said in his first news conference 
from Aden, according to the local 
Al-Ghad news website.

“There will not be any negotia-
tion [with the Houthis] before the 
government reclaims the country,” 
he said.

The Saudi-led Gulf coalition, 
backed by Hadi loyalists, has 

pushed north from Aden, into cen-
tral Marib province.

In what amounted to a rare up-
date on fighting in Marib, which 
has been described as the Houthis’ 
last line of defence before Sana’a, 
a coalition source told Agence 
France-Presse “things are going 
slowly but surely”.

“The battle to restore Marib is a 
vital operation because it will be 
the beginning of a quick end [to 
the Houthis control],” the source 
said.

Brigadier-General Ali Saif al-
Kaabi, commander of the Emirati 
contingent in the Gulf coalition, 
announced on September 15th that 
Marib’s provincial capital had been 
secured and that the rebels had 
fled to the mountains.

“If you want to go to Sana’a, you 
need to get to Marib, it’s the last 
line,” Kaabi said.

As they flee towards Sana’a, 
Houthi fighters are deploying land 
mines and booby-traps to slow the 
coalition advance. The Gulf coali-
tion has faced some criticism for 
its inability to retake the governo-
rate faster, including media reports 
of poor coordination between coa-
lition partners.

While clashes are ongoing in the 
central province, the coalition has 
the advantage. Analysts have high-
lighted the strategic importance of 
controlling Marib for the battles to 
come.

About 80% of the oil-rich central 
province’s population are Sunnis 
and only one of Marib’s five main 
tribes has indicated support for the 
Houthis.

 If the Gulf coalition is able to 
seize control of the governorate, it 
will be a vital staging point for an 
eventual push on Sana’a.

Reinforcements, including 20 ar-
moured vehicles, three tanks and 

two artillery units, are arriving in 
the province, according to local 
reports.

With the recent advances on the 
ground, morale is high among the 
Gulf coalition troops, despite the 
loss of 45 Emirati, ten Saudi and 
five Bahraini soldiers when a mis-
sile hit an arms depot in Marib city 
on September 4th.

“We won’t forget our blood. This 
[offensive] is a personal thing for 
the soldiers,” Kaabi said.

In what could be a setback for 
the coalition, however, Houthis 
claim to have captured at least one 
Saudi soldier.  A Houthi-affiliated 
TV station showed unverified foot-
age of a man dressed in military 
fatigues who identified himself as 
Sergeant Ibrahim Hakmi of a Saudi 
brigade based in the Jizan border 
area. The man said he was being 
held with several other Saudi sol-
diers but did not say how many, 
nor how they were captured.

Riyadh has not commented on 
the claim. The Saudi-led coalition 
has been carrying out air strikes 
against Houthi targets in Sana’a 
ahead of the expected offensive.

 September 19th marked one of 
the heaviest days of strikes on the 
capital, including targeting of the 
Interior Ministry, the presiden-
tial complex and a party building 
of former president Ali Abdullah 
Saleh.

Local and international media 
reported civilian casualties in the 
air strikes, which also hit the home 
of Oman’s ambassador in Sana’a.

Gulf coalition eyes Yemeni capital

A soldier from the United Arab Emirates on the frontline conflict zone of Marib in central Yemen, on 
September 16th.

The legitimate 
government of 
Yemen returned to 
Aden from exile in 
Saudi Arabia

Turki acknowledged 
that 2015 had seen 
the most terrorist 
acts since 2003
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M  

illions of students in the Arab world have 
started the new school year. The sight of 
children streaming into classrooms and of 
young men and women heading to higher 
educational institutions gives reason to 
rejoice, but also cause to ponder.

The Arab world has made tangible pro-
gress in primary school enrolment. In 2012, 

enrolment rates passed the 90% mark in Algeria, Bahrain, Egypt, 
Jordan, Morocco, the United Arab Emirates, Qatar and Saudi Arabia. 
UNESCO figures, however, show that there is hard work ahead for a 
number of Arab countries. Enrolment rates were 71% in Mauritania 
and 51% in Sudan.

Attending school once was synonymous with hope in the Arab 
world. A good education was seen as the ultimate social elevator. 
But the 2011 uprisings in the Middle East and North Africa revealed 
the shortcomings of education in the region.

The tragic irony in many parts of the Arab world, especially in the 
Maghreb and Lebanon, is that employability is reversely propor-
tionate to the level of education. University graduates are less likely 
to find a job than young people with secondary school-level educa-
tion.

The type of training received by university graduates does not 
match the needs of the private sector while the bloated public sector 
has ceased to be an alternative for employment. Young people in 
many Arab countries have come to believe that a fruitful job search 
will require more than academic qualifications. It also will require 
wastas and a lot of luck.

Educational institutions in the Arab world do not deliver a train-
ing that is up to global standards. The performance of Arab students 
in TIMSS tests is below global averages in science and mathemat-
ics. No Arab university ranks among the top 200 universities in the 
Times Higher Education World University Rankings.

Most public schools lack the resources to provide proper scientific 
and computer training. Furthermore, many schools must accom-
modate refugee children in addition to their regular students. The 
number of Syrian students in need of education is, for instance, 25% 
more than the 300,000 Lebanese students in public schools.

Lack of confidence in public education is pushing Arab parents to 
seek private education and special tutors. This widespread phenom-
enon is creating a double-tier system in which only the well-to-do 
stand to get a proper education.

Quality in education — or rather the lack of it — is in many regards 
the crux of the matter. Education is not promoting life capabilities 
nor instilling young people with the necessary mindset to succeed 
in the modern world. Educational systems are focused on teaching 
cognitive skills, which are not enough to prepare students to be fully 
productive in their own societies or to be real citizens of the planet.

Students should be receiving training that allows them to par-
ticipate in the development of their own countries and not to view 
the world from the vantage point of would-be migrants. Moreover, 
education should instil them with proper value systems that make 
them impervious to radicalisation and hate.

Many of the headline crises in the Arab world demand immediate 
attention. But so does education. The issue may not be in the daily 
headlines, but is, in fact, one of the Arab world’s biggest crises.

Serious education problems 
face the Arab world as 
children go back to school

Editorial

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Welcome to Syria, 
Mr Putin

R 

ussian President 
Vladimir Putin is 
combining his 
military move into 
Syria with a diplo-
matic effort to 

convince the United States that 
Russia and Bashar Assad are 
indispensable in the fight against 
the Islamic State (ISIS). Putin 
wants Washington to acknowl-
edge that Russia is a great power 
and cannot be ignored, in 
particular in the Middle East.

How should Washington react?
The forward operating base the 

Russians are deploying near 
Latakia certainly represents a 
major escalation of Moscow’s 
engagement in Syria. At the very 
least, there is a need to ensure 
that Russian air operations do 
not come into conflict with 
coalition combat missions. No 
one needs an incident in which 
Russian and US forces come to 
blows. The coordination to 
ensure this does not happen can 
be done quietly out of the public 
eye.

It is not clear whether the 
Russians intend to use their 
deployment to attack insurgents 
in Syria. Their base could be a 
defensive move, one intended to 
keep western Syria safe for the 
Russian naval facility at Tartus as 
well as for the regime’s Alawite 
supporters and possibly for 
Assad if he is forced from 
Damascus. For the moment at 
least, the housing being built can 
accommodate about 1,500 
troops. That’s a far bigger 
commitment than the few 
advisers Russia maintained in 
Syria in the past but it is not a 
large enough force to make much 
of a difference in the ongoing 
civil war.

If they do decide to engage 
insurgents, the Russians are 
unlikely to distinguish between 
what the US-led coalition thinks 
of as relative moderates and 
jihadi extremists associated with 
ISIS or Jabhat al-Nusra. Nor are 

they likely to have much 
more success than the 
coalition against the 
extremists, unless they 
deploy far more 
substantial ground 
forces. From the coalition 
perspective, this Russian 
deployment is small and 
aimed, at least in part, at 
the wrong targets (the 
forces the coalition 

considers to be moderates).
So should the United States 

resist the Russian deployment, 

negotiate with Moscow or do 
something else?

There is an argument for not 
doing much to either foil or 
accommodate Moscow. There is 
little risk that 1,500 Russians can 
accomplish much on the military 
side beyond protecting western 
Syria from being overrun and the 
Alawites slaughtered. Any 
damage the Russians do to 
relative moderates will not be 
decisive and it is at least as likely 
that the extremists will inflict 
significant losses on the 
Russians, than the other way 
around.

As for the Russian argument 
that we should all unite with 
Assad to defeat the terrorists? 
That suggestion is not really 
worthy of a response.

 Assad and his forces have 
made it clear for years that their 
real enemies are the relative 
moderates that the coalition is 
supporting.

Assad has no realistic 
possibility of re-establishing 
control over all of Syria. His 
military tactics of besieging 
civilian areas and terrorising the 
population with barrel bombs 
have done far more to generate 
terrorist recruits than to reduce 
their numbers. Russian forces, 
who honed their tactics in 
Chechnya, may kill a lot of people 
but won’t be any better at 
counter-insurgency warfare.

If there are to be negotiations, 
the coalition would do best to 
continue to insist that they be 
based on the June 2012 UN 
communiqué, which called for a 
mutually agreeable transitional 
governing body with full 
executive authority. There is no 
reason to abandon that oblique 
formula, which in practice 
precludes Assad from power 
even if it does not name him.

So rather than take the bait, 
Washington should keep its cool 
and resist the temptation to 
overreact. The Russian 
deployment would not have been 
necessary if Assad were strong 
and getting stronger. Moscow is 
already overstretched in Ukraine. 
Letting the Russians double 
down on a bad bet in Syria is the 
right approach.

Daniel Serwer is senior research 
professor of conflict 
management at The Johns 
Hopkins University School of 
Advanced International Studies 
in Washington. He tweets at @
DanielSerwer and blogs at 
www.peacefare.net.

Daniel Serwer

Assad has no realistic 
possibility of 
re-establishing 
control over all of 
Syria
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Syria showcases effect of climate change

Stopping the flow of refugees no longer an option

T 

here’s no let-up in the 
stream of people 
making the arduous 
journey from the 
Middle East across the 
Balkans towards 

Western Europe. But the situation 
isn’t as acute a crisis as it might 
soon become due to climate 
change.

Warnings are rolling in fairly 
regularly. Frank Bierman, an 
environmental policy professor at 
Amsterdam’s VU University, told 
InsideClimate News: “If we don’t 
stop climate change, then what we 
see right now is just the begin-
ning. It has the possibility to turn 
into a major driver of migration 
movements.”

US Secretary of State John Kerry 
warned during a conference in 
Alaska to prepare for “climate 
refugees”, saying: “You think 
migration is a challenge in Europe 
today because of extremism, wait 
until you see what happens when 
there’s an absence of water, an 
absence of food or one tribe 
fighting against another for mere 
survival.”

This is not alarmist claptrap. 
Three years ago, a World Bank 
report said that while the planet 
may warm an extra 4 degrees 
Celsius, the Middle East and North 
Africa would heat up 6 degrees.

Five years ago, Bierman led 
controversial research that 
warned there may be as many as 
200 million climate refugees by 

2050 and recommended 
the creation of an interna-
tional resettlement fund. 
An ambitious but poorly 
funded nest egg of sorts 
has since been set up by 
the UN Framework 
Convention on Climate 
Change.

Kerry’s views signal the 
level of anxiety about the 
situation at the very 

highest levels of the US govern-
ment. The Pentagon calls climate 
change a “threat multiplier”. 
Hillary Clinton, Kerry’s predeces-
sor at the US State Department 
and a candidate for president, 
warns of “water wars”, a lawless, 

fractious and presumably 
intensely thirsty time in which 
countries fight over declining 
reserves while crops fail, livestock 
die and populations from the 
Middle East and North Africa flee 
desertification and rising sea 
levels in search of security and 
sustenance. It would literally be a 
search for greener pastures.

Can it really happen? Will the 
Middle East and the Sahel — the 
band of farmland just south of the 
Sahara — become unlivable?

Every recent study on the 
subject is fairly graphic about the 
effects of a warming planet and 
the poor husbanding and manage-
ment of resources on the Middle 
East and North Africa.

In March, a paper in the Pro-
ceedings of the National Academy 
of Sciences laid out the changes 

under way in the so-called Fertile 
Crescent — the arc of productive 
land that curves from the Arabian 
Gulf through southern Iraq, Syria, 
Lebanon, Jordan, Israel and north-
ern Egypt and where the region’s 
first agricultural communities 
settled.

“Beginning in the winter of 
2006/2007, Syria and the greater 
Fertile Crescent, where agricul-
ture and animal herding began 
some 12,000 years ago, experi-
enced the worst three-year 
drought in the instrumental 
record,” the researchers wrote, 
identifying “a long-term drying 
trend” as well as a “warming trend 
in the Eastern Mediterranean”.

They were unable to discern 
natural causes but said the trend 
seemed “consistent with model 
studies of the response to 

increases in greenhouse gases”. 
And they predicted an increas-
ingly drier and hotter future.

A similar study in the same 
journal said much the same three 
years previously but also said the 
Middle East “has long since 
exceeded (use of) the water 
resources necessary to supply its 
population”.

There’s the rub. The region has 
unsustainable habits that don’t 
match its geography. Consider 
Syria’s terrible drought, which has 
caused the migration of 1.5 million 
people to cities and contributed to 
the conflict that is consuming the 
country.

As the March PNAS paper said, 
Bashar Assad’s father, Hafez, 
made Syria more vulnerable to 
drought. During his nearly 30-year 
rule, he initiated policies to 
increase agricultural production 
despite growing water scarcity 
and frequent droughts. This led to 
the unsustainable depletion of 
groundwater and the drying of the 
Khabur river in north-eastern 
Syria. By 2005, five years into 
Bashar Assad’s reign, there were 
attempts to stem the rate at which 
groundwater was being depleted 
with a law that required a licence 
to dig wells. 

However, it was enforced 
half-heartedly, much of the 
damage had already been done 
and the drought caused massive 
crop failure in Syria’s north-east-
ern breadbasket.

By 2008, after the driest winter 
on record, wheat production 
failed, the Syrian government was 
forced to import and tried to offset 
the extra  expense by cutting fuel 
and food subsidies. This triggered 
unrest. The world is feeling the 
dreadful results.

If any good can come of Syria’s 
grim story, it is this: It should be a 
salutary lesson for the region on 
adapting to and preparing for 
climate change.

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

O 

sama Abdul Mohsen, 
the Syrian refugee 
who was tripped by a 
photographer near 
Hungary’s border 
with Serbia, was 

given asylum status and a football 
coaching job in Madrid — a gesture 
of support and solidarity by Spain, 
which has agreed to take in 17,000 
additional Syrian asylum seekers.

But the story of Mohsen could 
be only the beginning of many 
thousands to come. Europe 
appears destined to be divided 
between hosts and hostiles.

At stake is an unprecedented 
increase in forced migration on a 
truly global scale. The United 
Nations estimated that 59.5 
million people were displaced 
over the course of 2014, the 
highest figure since the second 
world war. The Middle East 
contributed 11.5 million refugees, 
the majority coming from Syria.

Refugees are trying to reach 
Europe in greater numbers, not 
only to flee unending domestic 

turmoil but also in search 
of a dignified new 
beginning that European 
liberalism has promised.

Of course, many 
Europeans will open their 
arms to receive their 
fellow humans but others 
will view the refugee 
influx as a challenge to 
the relative prosperity 
Europeans have experi-
enced in the post-war era.

Intriguing questions include: 
How many refugees can Europe 
host and at what domestic cost? 

Can Europe avert a migration 
exodus and maintain control of its 
many borders? European leaders 
are pressured to answer these 
challenges that are confronting 
the continent with unprecedented 
urgency.

“We are witnessing a paradigm 
change, an unchecked slide into 
an era in which the scale of global 
forced displacement as well as the 
response required is now clearly 
dwarfing anything seen before,” 
said UN High Commissioner for 
Refugees Antonio Guterres.

Europe can no longer consider 
the problem of poverty and forced 
displacement elsewhere as remote 
and of no concern. Sharp increases 
in the number of refugees and 
migrants — from the Middle East, 
Africa and further afield — seeking 
a better life in Europe point to 
alarming rises in global poverty, 
inequality and wars.

Europe is increasingly being 
implicated. In an interconnected 
and globalised world, space is 
rapidly shrinking between 
countries. Events in one place can 
have a direct impact thousands of 
miles away. At the same time, 
people are capable of moving from 
one place to another much faster 
than previously due to modern 
transportation.

Small boats can be locally and 
cheaply manufactured to carry 
large numbers of refugees across 
vast seas. Expanded and profit-
able smuggling networks across 
regions stand ready to bypass 
barriers and border controls.

Croatia, Hungary, Greece and 
Austria in recent weeks have 

witnessed tens of thousands of 
refugees seeking asylum — a 
number that will quickly exceed 
the 1 million refugees the United 
States and many EU countries 
have declared as a permissible 
asylum quota to be fulfilled within 
the next year. 

In a way, globalisation has not 
only helped Europe through 
open-border policies to expand its 
market economy but has exposed 
its vulnerability to foreign 
population influx. European 
lawmakers are faced with a 
decision: resort to isolationism or 
adapt to border fluidity. Both 
choices appear to have grave 
consequences that are sure to 
deepen domestic divisions.

What is more alarming is a rising 
tendency to politicise the dis-
placement crisis. The massive 
movement of Syrian refugees 
across various countries has 
exhausted the capacities and 
resources of neighbouring states 
and has heightened the promi-
nence of the Damascus govern-
ment as a critical broker in future 
political settlements.

The number of Syrian refugees 
crossing into Europe will most 
likely expand the relevance of the 
Russian-backed Syrian regime as 
an important factor in helping 
resolve the refugee crisis. Accept-
ing a refugee safe haven inside 
Syria may loosen the pressure on 
Europe. 

Thus, the arrival of the refugee 
crisis on Europe’s doorstep may 
play into the hands of refugees’ 
home states in appeasing political 
concessions or, as the case of the 

Syrian government, enabling it to 
attain international relevance and 
some semblance of legitimacy. 

The economic and socio-politi-
cal repercussions of the refugee 
crisis are sure to widen the wedge 
between EU members and call into 
question the very essence of the 
union. Already fractures are 
surfacing over EU strategy on 
border controls, response to 
asylum seekers and consensus on 
Middle East foreign policies.

 US journalist Thomas Friedman 
once described the modern world 
as “flat” and perhaps Europe may 
need to revisit its asylum policies. 
Stopping a refugee invasion in 
such a flat world is no longer 
viable, at least in the long term. 
Traditional border controls may 
no longer suffice. Nor will simply 
aiding refugees in remote camps 
while protracted conflicts con-
tinue with no end in sight.

Instead, Europe may be in dire 
need to take on a proactive 
cross-regional role to help 
undermine the original reason for 
asylum seekers — a strategy that 
could have helped Osama Abdul 
Mohsen maintain his job as a 
football coach with Al-Fotuwa in 
Syria and relieved him from the 
experience of being tripped by a 
photographer in Hungary.

Imad Salamey is an associate 
professor of political science and 
international affairs at the 
Lebanese American University in 
Beirut, a senior policy adviser on 
Middle East and Arab Affairs, and 
the author of The Government and 
Politics of Lebanon.

Rashmee Roshan Lall

Imad Salamey
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Perfect storm. Farmers ride in their tractor in the drought-hit 
region of Hasaka in north-eastern Syria in 2010.
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“T
he United States in-
tends to preserve 
Daesh in order to make 
Muslims dependent 
on America,” Iranian 

Major-General Qassem Soleimani 
declared using the Arabic acronym 
for the Islamic State (ISIS) in his 
September 1st report on regional 
developments to Iran’s powerful 
Assembly of Experts.

Conspiracy theories apart, the 
statement by the commander of the 
elite Quds Force, the expeditionary 
wing of the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps (IRGC), contains an 
embarrassing truth: If it were not 
for the sustained US-led air strikes 
against ISIS positions in the Iraqi 
city of Tikrit in April, the Iraqi Army, 
Soleimani and the Iraqi Shia militias 
under his command would not have 
been able to seize control of that 
city.

The Islamic Republic goes to 
great lengths to obscure the extent 
of its coordination with the United 
States, just as Washington is unwill-
ing to admit any cooperation with 
Tehran.

However, its dependence on the 
United States for air support is a fact 
and to some extent proof of the par-
lous state of the Iranian Air Force, 
which, because of international 
arms embargoes imposed after the 
1979 Islamic Revolution, consists 

largely of Vietnam-era aircraft and 
is incapable of mounting the type of 
combat operations the Americans 
employ in Iraq.

But Iran’s military dependency 
on Washington may also reflect the 
fact that Tehran has a very limited 
military presence in Iraq, which is 
confined largely to field command-
ers, specialist troops and training 
instructors.

There do not appear to be sig-
nificant numbers of ground troops, 
which is in keeping with Tehran’s 
strategy of using proxy forces, pri-
marily Shia, in its covert campaign 
to subvert its Arab opponents and 
extend Iran’s influence across the 
region.

Based on an analysis of Islamic 
Republic media reports on burial 
services in Iran for men killed in 
combat in Iraq, there were 27 Ira-
nian fatalities in Iraq over the last 
14 months. In contrast, 119 Iranians, 
131 Afghani Shias and 20 Pakistani 
Shias have been reported killed in 
combat in Syria since January 2013.

The real number of Shia combat-
ants to die in combat in Iraq and 
Syria is probably significantly high-
er than the numbers reported by the 
Islamic Republic’s media but the 
lower number of Iranian fatalities in 
Iraq reflects a more limited Iranian 
military presence in that country in 
comparison to Syria.

Qualitative analysis of the Iranian 
combat deaths provides an insight 
into the forces deployed to Iraq. For 
instance, all 27 Iranian “martyrs” 
were serving in the IRGC, which re-
flects the traditional division of la-
bour between the regular army and 
the Guards.

Secondly, while the IRGC is tasked 
with extraterritorial operations as 
well as fighting opponents of the re-
gime at home, the regular military’s 
role is limited to safeguarding Iran’s 
territorial integrity.

Nine of the fallen Iranians were 

identified as IRGC officers: one 
brigadier-general, two colonels, 
two captains and a former “com-
mand council member” of the Basij, 
a million-strong paramilitary force 
under IRGC control. Four others 
were commemorated as sardars 
(commanders).

The remaining fatalities were spe-
cialists rather than infantrymen. 
They included two clerics, two en-
gineers and a photographer. This 
clearly shows that the Iraqi govern-
ment, which is backed by Shia mili-
tias, is not in need of front-line vol-
unteers but does need experienced 
and skilled field commanders.

The IRGC clearly is supplying such 
commanders. The fallen Iranians 
include Brigadier-General Hamid 
Taqavi, a prominent commander of 
the Quds Force and one of the main 
organisers of Iraq’s Popular Mobili-
sation Units (PMU) to battle ISIS.

Javad Jahani, also known as Hos-
navi, served as the leader of an as-
sault unit. The Iraqi militiamen 

under his command liberated Balad 
in Saladin province in the spring. 
Jassem Nouri recently liberated Du-
jail, another town in Saladin, while 
commanding a contingent of Iraqi 
PMU paramilitaries.

Some observers are sceptical 
about the ability of Iranian com-
manders to operate in Iraq because 
of linguistic problems. However, 
seven of the fighters killed were 
buried in Khuzestan province in 
south-western Iran bordering Iraq, 
two in the central province of Ker-
manshah and one in Kurdistan, also 
on the Iraqi border.

This statistical over-representa-
tion is hardly surprising: most Irani-
ans from Arab-majority Khuzestan 
are proficient in Arabic, while na-

tives of Kurdistan and Kermanshah 
master different Kurdish dialects, 
all of which are particularly useful 
in commanding paramilitary forces 
in Iraq.

Iran’s 27 combat fatalities in Iraq 
and limited military engagement 
there should not be interpreted as a 
sign of decreased Iranian interest in 
that campaign. A deployment pat-
tern different to the one employed 
in Syria reflects the needs of the 
Iraqi government, which are very 
different than those of the Damas-
cus regime.

However, just as in Syria, the re-
gime in Tehran is seeking a military 
solution to political problems, an 
approach that prolongs rather than 
shortens the crises in both coun-
tries.

Ali Alfoneh is a specialist on Iran 
and the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps. He is a senior fellow 
at the Foundation for Defense of 
Democracies in Washington.
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An Iraqi woman walks past a poster showing Iran’s supreme leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei in Tahrir 
Square in central Baghdad.
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Higher stakes. Former Iraqi Vice President Nuri al-Maliki (2nd L) 
speaks with Hamid al-Jazaeiri (2nd R), deputy commander general 
of Saraya al-Khorasani, in Baghdad, last February.

Abadi’s dangerous steps

W 

hen Iraqi Prime 
Minister Haider 
al-Abadi 
decided to 
launch his 
reform 

campaign, he was cheered for his 
proposal as his words have 
become music to the ears of 
millions.

There is no doubt that he is a 
decent and smart man. However, 
being decent is not one of the 
requirements for leading a 
country. He picked, or was picked, 
to open friendly fire against three 
major Shia political parties: The 
Islamic Supreme Council of Iraq 
led by Ammar al-Hakim, the 
Sadrist Movement led by Muqtada 
al-Sadr and his own Dawa Party. 
Surprisingly, Abadi’s first target 
was former prime minister Nuri 
al-Maliki, who inflicted great 
damage on the country.

Maliki has been trying to remain 
in any powerful position 
available, despite the detrimental 
consequences, as he knows he is 
fully supported by Iranian 

Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei. Khamenei showed that 
support for Maliki at a meeting in 
Tehran in July. 

However, the backlash hit 
Maliki on August 27th when 
National Alliance leaders refused 
his request to lead the Popular 
Mobilisation Forces (PMF) in 
exchange for an agreement with 
Hakim to take over leadership of 
the alliance.

 Instead, a two-year rotation 
between Maliki and Hakim to lead 
the PMF was proposed. This was 

not enough for Maliki. News 
reports surfaced with alarming 
headlines: “Maliki leads a 
rebellion inside the Popular 
Mobilisation Forces”; “High-
profile Iraqi security sources have 
obtained and revealed 
information regarding Maliki’s 
recent movements following the 
rejection of his request.”

 Maliki clearly has become an 
enemy of the three Shia leaders: 
Abadi, Hakim and Sadr. The battle 
is no longer about reforms or 
public demonstrations. 

The fight stemming from the 
Abadi-Maliki conflict involves 
Iranian and Iraqi disputes and 
reaches the ultimate challenge: 
the battle between the holy cities 
of Qom and Najaf for influence.

Security and military 
developments will most likely 
paralyse the Iraqi political process 
and trigger armed sectarian and 
political conflicts.

The alarming signs are there.
On September 10th, the head of 

the US Defense Intelligence 
Agency, US Marines Lieutenant-
General Vincent Stewart said that 
Iraq may have been permanently 
torn asunder by war and sectarian 
tensions and might not survive as 
a state. 

That put a strong pressure on 
Abadi, who should tiptoe very 
carefully in his next steps rather 
than make quick and hasty 
decisions.  He needs to commit to 
a strategy that will ensure the 
future safety of the country and 
lift up the economy in order to 
provide public services to the 
Iraqi people.

If it weren’t for these issues,  
the public protests in most of the 
Iraqi provinces at the moment 
would not be happening.

The long-time “frenemies” are 
facing each other all over again 
but this time the stakes are 
extremely higher.

Dalia al-Aqidi is an 
Arab-American journalist
based in Washington.

Dalia 
al-Aqidi
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T 

he US-sponsored effort 
to train moderate Syrian 
opposition forces to com-
bat Islamic State (ISIS) 
militants is “useless and 

a waste of time and energy,” a rebel 
commander said.  His is among nu-
merous criticisms, including from 
members of the US Senate Armed 
Services Committee, about the pro-
ject aimed at building a new force 
called Division 30.

Three months into the effort, 
a mere 50 fighters had gradu-
ated from the US train-and-equip 
programme, a far cry from the 
15,000-strong force the Syrian op-
position and the US administration 
had envisioned. US Central Com-
mand Commander General Lloyd 
Austin III told a Senate hearing 
that of those trained and sent to 
fight in July only “a small number” 
remained. “We’re talking four or 
five,” he said.

To that, Senator Jeff Sessions, 
R-Ala., said: “We have to acknowl-
edge this is a total failure. I wish it 
weren’t so, but that’s the fact.”

Mustapha Sejari , the commander 
of a unit that was supposed to re-
ceive US training in Turkey and Jor-
dan , would agree.

“The Americans are not serious 
about training the Syrian opposi-
tion. It is a project to pass time and 
tag opposition groups as (US) col-
laborators,” Sejari said.

Sejari quit after he concluded 
the effort was futile. “The Ameri-
can project is limited to graduating 
batches of 30 to 50 fighters every 
three months. Only those who had 
no other choice stayed in the pro-
gramme,” he said.

Hundreds of fighters enrolled but 
later walked out, refusing to sign 
a pledge to refrain from fighting 
against the regime of Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar Assad, according to 
opposition sources who spoke on 
condition of anonymity.

“The opposition groups initially 
accepted to take part in the pro-
gramme on grounds that there is 
no US conditions or terms for join-

ing and that the US would provide 
air cover, full armament and train-
ing on sophisticated weapons,” one 
source said.

Many refused to be enlisted be-
cause of the US restriction that lim-
ited their fight against ISIS, a move 
Turkey applauded, the source added.

The training started in May with 
500 fighters identified by the Unit-
ed States as part of the “moderate 
opposition”. But when the Ameri-
cans requested they sign the con-
tract, as many as 450 withdrew.

“Their argument for pulling out 
was that their main target is to fight 
against the Syrian regime and that 
ISIS would collapse the moment the 
regime is toppled because they are 
two faces of the same coin,” anoth-
er opposition source said.

The American plan was criticised 
by the Free Syrian Army (FSA), 
which identifies itself as a pillar for 
military action in the revolution. 
FSA Deputy Chief of Staff Colonel 
Haitham al-Afisi, a former Syrian 
Army officer, denied there was co-
ordination between the Americans 
and the FSA on the programme.

“My relationship with the Ameri-
cans is not in my capacity as an of-
ficer of the FSA’s chief of staff but 

as a commander of one of the train-
ing units,” Afisi said.

“The mechanism that has been 
adopted to implement the project 
is inefficient and infeasible but we 
were promised that things will im-
prove in terms of the numbers of 
trainees and the logistics support,” 
he added, referring to the first 50 
fighters who graduated.

Afisi warned that the project may 
collapse unless a more serious ap-
proach is taken to embolden the 
fighters. “The truth is that the pro-
gramme did not make any differ-
ence on the ground, especially in 
fighting ISIS. The division proved to 
be inefficient so far. It can hardly de-
fend the area where it is deployed,” 
Afisi said.

The three-year US plan, with a 
$500 million annual budget, aims at 
training and arming 5,000 fighters 
a year to combat ISIS. Fighters who 
passed the test to undergo training 
receive a monthly salary of $225. 
Candidates should be aged 20-28, 
in good health and have never had 
contacts with ISIS.

“We received tough training on 
the use of various types of weap-
ons,” said one of the training gradu-
ates.

“The division’s fighters coordi-
nate closely with the (US-led) coa-
lition forces fighting ISIS, as is the 
case of the Kurdish People’s Pro-
tection Units, and should be able to 
achieve progress on the ground if 
they are deployed on the war front 
because they would be relying on 
coalition air cover,” said the trainee 
who asked not to be named.

The division’s offices in rural 
Aleppo were attacked by the al-
Qaeda-affiliated al-Nusra Front, 
which accused fighters of collabo-
rating with the “American enemy”, 
and one of its commanders, Colo-
nel Nadim al-Hassan, was cap-
tured along with five soldiers.

The US-trained fighters have 
not been tested in the battlefield, 
according to Colonel Mohamad 
al-Ahmed from the Sham Front 
group.

“Not a single fighter from the di-

vision is participating in the raging 
battles with ISIS in the northern 
part of rural Aleppo. At the same 
time, there is no coordination 
whatsoever with the coalition forc-
es to target ISIS strongholds in the 
area,” Ahmed said. 

In what was seen as an indica-
tion that the US plan to train Syrian 
rebels to combat ISIS is in tatters. 
US media reports said the Penta-
gon was preparing new plans to 
find sufficient competent fighters, 
bolster their fighting capacities 
and provide them with intelligence 
assistance.

Washington has not given up 
on the plan publicly, although the 
moderate opposition fears it is al-
ready crumbling.

White House Press Secretary 
Josh Earnest said it was easy for 
critics to look after the fact and 
complain about the training pro-
gramme’s lack of progress. He said 
the Pentagon was working to im-
prove the programme.

Manar Abdel Razzak is a Syrian 
reporter based in the southern 
Turkish city of Gaziantep. 
Additional reporting by the 
Associated Press.

The misgivings of Division 30 trainees
Manar Abdel Razzak

Facing hurdles. Syrian rebel fighters participate in military training in the western countryside of Aleppo.
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Syria at core of Middle East problems
and their solutions

S 

yria has long been the 
key to the solutions of 
conflicts affecting the 
Middle East. We should 
remember, however, 
that a key has a dual 

function: it can open a door or it 
can lock the door. The key that is 
Syria has always been more 
comparable to the latter.

Remaining true to that line of 
thought is Syria’s civil war, now in 
its fifth year. It is a war that 
unlocked doors leading to a 
number of dangerous pathways. 
Syrian President Bashar Assad’s 
refusal to step down has given rise 
to extremist Islamists, such as 
Jabhat al-Nusra and the Islamic 
State (ISIS).

The combination of the civil 
war and extremism shown by 
these groups has opened an 
unprecedented chapter of 

violence that has shocked the 
world. But Assad’s reluctance to 
drift into the sunset may open 
another door; this one bringing 
back the dangerous tensions of 
the Cold War.

The latest developments in the 
Syrian conflict seem to be the 
deployment on the government 
side of Russian troops. A develop-
ment that has Washington as well 
as Tel Aviv worried.

In Washington, US President 
Barack Obama wasted no time 
condemning that move, saying 
Russia’s decision to send military 
advisers and equipment to Syria 
extended a strategy “doomed to 
failure” and could kill already 
stagnant peace efforts.

Not that I support the presence 
of more troops in the area, but if 
Obama believes the peace efforts 
under way are actually going to 
materialise into something 
concrete, then he is even less 
informed about the realities of the 
Middle East than I imagined him 
to be.

The US president said Russia’s 
decision to ramp up its military 
presence in Syria represented a 

“doubling down” of Moscow’s 
support for Assad.

Reports from Obama adminis-
tration officials say Russia has 
sent a number of ships, armoured 
personnel carriers and infantry to 
Syria in recent weeks. Obama said 
that showed Assad was worried 
his grip on power was slipping.

“The strategy that they are 
pursuing right now, doubling 
down on Assad, I think is a big 
mistake,” Obama said, adding that 
this “strategy was doomed to 
failure”.

Russia and before it the Soviet 
Union have traditionally been 
strong supporters of Syria for a 
number of reasons, including the 
ability to use deep-water port 
facilities on the Mediterranean 
coast. This time, however, the 
Russians seem to take very 
seriously the threat of Islamist 
expansionism and with good 
reason given their large and 
restive Muslim population in the 
North Caucasus.

Russia, given its proximity to 
Islamist groups, takes the threats 
far more seriously than does the 
United States. Having already 

fought two wars in the Caucasus, 
Moscow would much rather face 
them down in Syria rather than in 
its own territory.

“The Russians are going to have 
to start getting a little smarter 
than they have been,” said Obama, 
who added that the presence of 
Russian troops in Syria would 
make the political settlement of 
the conflict much harder.

However, Obama appears to be 
somewhat overly optimistic if he 
truly believes he can bring about 
an early end to the conflict that 
has claimed more than 240,000 
lives, destroyed the country and 
created one of the largest refugee 
crises in modern history.

Indeed, the Syrian civil war has 
unlocked many new doors but as, 
in the past, they all open to new 
centres of conflict, the latest being 
potentially the revival of the Cold 
War with Russians and Americans 
facing each other down over the 
Middle East once again. 

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

alestinians, following the 
example of protests in Iraq 
and Lebanon demanding 
improved services, have 
demonstrated in the Gaza 

Strip, where rolling electricity black-
outs sparked the largest popular 
demonstrations in years against the 
enclave’s Hamas rulers.

For several days in mid-Septem-
ber, hundreds of Palestinians in 
central Gaza, mainly from al-Bureij 
and Nuseirat refugee camps, took 
to darkened streets after sundown 
chanting slogans against Hamas and 
the energy company it runs.

Elsewhere in Gaza, demonstrators 
from the southern towns of Rafah 
and Khan Younis waved torches and 
burned tyres, prompting brief clash-
es with the Hamas-run police.

It was not immediately clear if the 
protesters can sustain the momen-
tum and if they pose any threat to 
Hamas, which has ruled the region 
since 2007.

The protests underline growing 
popular frustration in an area that 
endured three Israeli wars, suffers 
from poverty afflicting about half 
the population of 1.8 million and 
unemployment estimated at 48%. 
Gaza is like a prison, with its borders 
with Israel and Egypt sealed.

Although Gaza residents have 
been relatively quiet regarding Ha-

mas, the protests underscored a 
feeling among the populace that the 
group’s leaders were jaded, creating 
a precedent for a group that seeks to 
consolidate its hold on Gaza and set 
an example that hard-line Islamists 
can rule successfully.

“We are fed up with this life and 
with Hamas,” chanted protesters in 
Bureij, referring to the shaky elec-
tricity supply of 4-6 hours a day.

Gazans have often had to live 
with rolling blackouts but those 
worsened in the summer with long 
spans of power cuts reported, partly 
due to deterioration in lines from 
Egypt, which along with Israel, sup-
plies 50% of the enclave’s electricity 
needs.

In Iraq, peaceful but large dem-
onstrations in July and August over 
frequent power cuts and calls for 
uprooting state corruption, improv-
ing health care, education and other 
services prompted hasty govern-
ment reforms, particularly tangible 
moves to prosecute corrupt officials.

In Lebanon, protests in August 
came in response to the govern-

ment’s failure to dispose of accumu-
lated waste, coupled with daily elec-
tricity blackouts, water scarcity and 
political bickering that has kept the 
country without a president since 
May 2014.

The Gaza-based Al Mizan rights 
group blamed the blackouts on the 
“absence of internal Palestinian uni-
ty”, a reference to Hamas’s disputes 
with the Palestinian Authority (PA), 
which leads the West Bank.

Hamas and the PA have traded ac-
cusations over the blackouts. The 
PA and the moderate Fatah faction 
headed by Palestinian President 
Mahmoud Abbas said Hamas was 
refusing to pay for its fuel imports 
from Israel. Hamas blamed Abbas of 
cooperating with Israel and Egypt to 
tighten a blockade in place since Ha-
mas took control of Gaza. It accused 
Abbas of blocking Israeli fuel sup-
plies to Gaza to push its population 
to revolt against Hamas.

Senior Hamas official Mustafa 
Sawaf challenged Abbas in a state-
ment on his Facebook page, writing 
that whatever Abbas does, he will 
“never be able to uproot Hamas and 
end its rule of the Gaza Strip”.

Ahmed, a 28-year-old Gaza resi-
dent, said power cuts have been 
persistent since 2007.

“On average days when there is 
fuel, we receive some electricity 
every day, but when the feuds be-
tween Fatah and Hamas mount, we 
live in total darkness,” he said.

The Palestinian consensus gov-
ernment of Rami Hamdallah ex-

plained that Gaza’s power cuts 
worsened with longer spans of 
blackouts in mid-September when 
Israel sealed off all crossing points to 
Gaza to mark the Jewish new year. 
That delayed fuel shipments, forc-
ing power stations in Gaza to shut 
down.

“We’re not responsible for the 
crisis of electricity in Gaza. It is the 
responsibility of those who deliver 
the power to the population and de-
cide the time schedule for the power 
delivery,” Hamdallah’s government 
said in a statement.

Gaza-based political analyst Talal 
Oukal said the blackouts, which also 
caused a severe shortage of water, 
were meant to force Gaza’s popula-
tion to “accept any political solution 
in the future and make them forget 
about their legitimate right for inde-
pendence for which they have been 
struggling for ages”.

“The situation in Gaza is unbear-
able,” he warned. “If it is not imme-
diately resolved, Gaza will explode 
in the face of everyone.”

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

Gaza power outages spark protests v Hamas

Palestinians take part in a protest against a power crisis in Rafah 
in the southern Gaza Strip, on September 13th.
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lashes that placed Pal-
estinian demonstrators 
against Israeli security 
forces inside and around 
Jerusalem’s al-Aqsa 

mosque compound increased Pal-
estinian fears of Israel gradually as-
serting its rule over the site — Islam’s 
third holiest place — in violation 
with Israeli obligations undertaken 
in 1967.

Those fears were enhanced by the 
fact that the Israeli ruling coalition is 
made up of far-right and Jewish set-
tlers’ parties, many of whom call for 
free access for Jews to pray inside 
the Temple Mount, as Israel calls it.

There is no sharing of al-Aqsa 
mosque, which is open for Muslims 
only, said Jordanian King Abdullah 
II, speaking in his capacity as pro-
tector of holy sites in Jerusalem, as 
he met with Arab-Israeli members of 
the Knesset.

Saeb Erekat, a Palestinian Execu-
tive Committee member, warned 
Israel against turning the nationalis-
tic Israeli-Palestinian conflict into a 
religious one.

Israel’s policy at al-Aqsa mosque 
compound aims at asserting its sov-
ereignty on the holy city, charged 
Khalil Tufakji, an expert on Israel’s 
judaisation policies of the occupied 
Palestinian territories.

Tufakji, who heads the Maps De-
partment of the Orient House in-
stitution in Jerusalem, said Israel 
wanted “to impose its historical 
and religious narrative in order to 
achieve its political chief goal, which 
is to establish, once and for all, that 
Jerusalem is the exclusive capital of 
the state of Israel”.

Tufakji said Israel’s narrative cen-
tres on the Jewish kingdom that 
was established 3,000 years ago and 
on the biblical claim that the Jew-
ish messiah will enter Jerusalem 
through the Gate of Mercy, allowing 
the rebuilding of the temple.

Jerusalem is central to any peace 
settlement as the city carries, for 
both sides, huge national and reli-
gious significance. It is presumably 
the thorniest issue of the conflict.

Palestinians hope to establish 
their capital on the eastern side of 

Jerusalem, occupied by Israel in 
1967. Israelis claim the city as their 
“eternal and undivided capital” 
and work actively at changing the 
demographic balance in the city to 
achieve by 2030 an 88% Jewish ma-
jority. 

On the ground, this amounts to 
a series of Israeli actions that could 
lead to a new Palestinian uprising, 
as was the case when former Israeli 
prime minister Ariel Sharon, in a 
massive deployment of force, visit-
ed the Temple Mount in September 
2000. For Jews, the area is believed 
to be the site of the second temple, 
destroyed by the Romans in 70AD.

Such high-profile visits are pro-
vocative to Palestinians for whom 

al-Aqsa is all that is left in a city 
being gradually lost. The Haram al-
Sharif — “Noble Sanctuary” — hosts 
two mosques — the Dome of the 
Rock and al-Aqsa — in addition to 
open spaces. It has been under un-
interrupted Muslim religious sover-
eignty since the Dome of the Rock 
was completed late in the seventh 
century.

The latest unrest followed a visit 
by Israeli cabinet minister Uri Ariel, 
who led a group of right-wing activ-
ists on the eve of the Jewish new 
year. Soon after, acting on an Israeli 
internal intelligence tip, Israeli po-
lice raided al-Aqsa compound and 
found pipe bombs and other impro-
vised “weapons” apparently pre-
pared in advance by Palestinians to 
disrupt Jews’ visits to the site.

The situation prompted the Unit-
ed Nations and the United States 
to call on Israel to respect the sta-
tus quo, set by Israel and Jordan 
following the Israeli occupation 
of the city in 1967. Under such ar-

rangements, Jews are forbidden of 
praying inside al-Aqsa compound 
but can pray beneath it at a wall 
believed to be a remnant of the an-
cient biblical Jewish temple. Israeli 
Prime Minister Binyamin Netanya-
hu denied Israel wanted to alter the 
status quo, accusing instead “the 
Muslim Brotherhood, the Islamic 
movement in Israel, Hamas, the 
Palestinian Authority and Turkey” 
of doing so. He vowed to toughen 
measures such as easing the use 
by Israeli police of live fire against 
stone and firebomb throwers. Hefty 
fines on parents of Palestinian dem-
onstrators and heavy jail sentences 
for the latter are also on the govern-
ment’s agenda.

Many Palestinians fear that 
without significant action, Israel 
will end up dividing prayer time 
at Haram al-Sharif as it did in the 
Ibrahimi mosque — The Cave of the 
Patriarchs — in Hebron following 
the massacre by a Jewish settler of 
Palestinian worshippers in 1994. 

Already, Israel has divided access 
to Haram al-Sharif between Jews, 
who are allowed daily to “visit” for 
a few hours and Muslims who are 
often restricted from praying on 
the site as was the case September 
18th.

“Israel is taking advantage of the 
Arab world splits and of the Pales-
tinian divisions to implement its 
policies,” Tufakji said. Palestinian 
Authority President Mahmoud Ab-
bas has no authority on Haram al-
Sharif and relies on Jordan, which, 
under the 1994 Israeli-Jordanian 
peace treaty, has custodial rights.

Such rights amount these days 
to paying salaries to employees of 
the Muslim endowment, running 
administration of the holy site, col-
lecting garbage and cleaning car-
pets in the mosques, Tufakji said 
bitterly.

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

Palestinians oppose sharing al-Aqsa
Dominique Roch

A Palestinian girl waves her national f lag during a protest in Gaza City on September 17th against Israeli policies at Jerusalem’s flashpoint 
Al-Aqsa mosque compound, the third holiest site in Islam.

Palestinians hope to 
establish their 
capital on the 
eastern side of 
Jerusalem
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The struggle of Tunisian 
youth in a radical hotspot
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

A 

hmed Ouni is angry and 
seems desperate when 
he talks about his pros-
pects as an unemployed 
young man in Douar 

Hicher, a working-class neighbour-
hood near Tunis from where dozens 
of radical Islamists have left to join 
battlefields in Iraq and Syria.

“I’m terribly afraid when I look 
at young people around me here 
and see they have no jobs and are 
unable to marry even when they 
have reached the age of 35 years and 
more,” said Ahmed, 26, who earned 
a technician’s diploma from a voca-
tional training school after dropping 
out of high school.

Douar Hicher came into the spot-
light as a radical Salafist stronghold 
when a young man from the neigh-
bourhood, Hamza Maghraoui, was 
shown on an Islamic State (ISIS) 
video in February pushing Jorda-
nian pilot and ISIS hostage Muath 
al-Kasasbeh into the cage where he 
was burned to death.

Tunisian gunmen trained in Libya 
and linked to ISIS and al-Qaeda have 
also hit closer to home, killing 22 
people at the Bardo National Mu-
seum in Tunis in March and 38 tour-
ists at the beach resort of Sousse in 
June.

Men seated at cafés in Douar Hich-
er, a few kilometres from the Bardo 
museum, talked about the news 
that Maghraoui had been killed in 
Syria and what drives someone to 

extremism.
“Finding a decent job for us here 

is almost impossible. It is a one-sid-
ed affair. I’m fighting to find stable 
work. But I failed to find it because 
people like us are treated by those 
in high positions in government like 
nothing, almost like rubbish,” said 
Ahmed. 

He said while he knocked on the 
doors of numerous government of-
fices for job to no avail, he worked 
as a cement mixer, bricklayer or a 

driver for construction sites.
“It is hard to work for about 15 

dinars (about $7) a day. I must help 
ease the financial pain of my father 
who, as a retired military man, is 
providing for my four sisters who do 
not work,” said Ahmed. 

He expressed conflicting feelings 
about the country and his country-
men.

“Sometimes, I loathe this place 
and the people living in it as I feel 
alone and abandoned by all those 
who could help,” said Ahmed before 
pausing.

“I love Tunisia but I hope that 
it would become a country which 
cares and pays attention to people 
at the bottom of the social rung,” he 
said. 

The unemployment rate in Tu-
nisia – about 15% — is among the 
highest in North Africa and univer-
sity graduates are the hardest hit by 

joblessness.
Sabri Hamdi, a local leader of 

Nidaa Tounes, which dominates a 
four-party ruling coalition, paints a 
grim picture of life in Douar Hicher 
for young people.

“It can be described as the ground 
for hopelessness. There is not one 
inch of green land for the youth to 
relax or practice sports. No culture 
or sports facility for young people. 
There is only the café to sit and talk 
in the morning and afternoon,” said 
Sabri.

Sabri gave the example of a uni-
versity graduate who works as a 
waiter to illustrate the hurdles faced 
by youth looking for jobs.

“After several attempts and thanks 
to the goodwill of several people, 
we found him a job as a waiter in a 
café at a petrol station. He has a high 
school diploma plus six years at uni-
versity. ”

Sabri said dozens of young people 
joined ISIS for money or the belief 
their death in conflict zones might 
lend some meaning to their lives.

About 3,000 Tunisians are 
thought to be fighting in Syria and 
Iraq, the largest per capita contin-
gent among all nationalities. Ac-
cording to the Tunisian govern-
ment, in the two years prior to April 
2015, it prevented more than 12,000 
from leaving Tunisia to join jihadist 
groups.

A Libyan Justice Ministry spokes-
man recently estimated the number 
of Tunisians engaged with jihadist 
groups in Libya at more than 2,000.

Sabri said dire social and cultural 
conditions could be the breeding 
ground for Islamic radicalisation, 

drug addiction and crime.
“The youth population here are 

four groups: 30% are linked to drugs 
and crime; another 30% are at-
tempting to sail illegally to Europe; 
and 30% are hovering around hard-
line Salafists from where some are 
recruited to Daesh,” he said. Daesh 
is the Arabic acronym for ISIS.

“The remaining 10% are the ex-
ception. They are lucky to have 
good family conditions and to live 
decent lives.”

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

Douar Hicher came 
into the spotlight as 
a radical Salafist 
stronghold

Libya deserves better

L 

ibya is a country in 
big trouble but there 
is still hope it can find 
its way out of the 
morass.
Three years after 

national elections suggested 
that Libya would enjoy a demo-
cratic future, the situation in 
Benghazi is chaotic, tribal 
tensions led to violence in the 
south and only recently has the 
west begun to stabilise, due 
primarily to the exhaustion of 
Misratan and Zintani militias.

Libya has two parliaments and 
two governments. The interna-
tionally recognised government 
is based in Tobruk and Bayda 
with support from militias 
gathered in a coalition called 
Dignity. The other is based in 
Tripoli with support from 
militias in the Dawn coalition.

Now there may be some hope, 
as the UN mediator, Bernardino 
Leon, announced a framework 
agreement on September 21st. 
The agreement would create a 
Government of National Accord 
(GNA) with the Tobruk-based 
House of Representatives (HoR), 
elected in June 2014, as its 
legislature and a State Council 
drawn mainly from the Tripoli-
based General National Congress 
(GNC).

But the power-sharing being 
proposed is not entirely sym-
metrical. The Tripoli-based GNC 
would become advisory and 
that’s the main sticking point. 
The GNC has proposed instead 

that it become a second house of 
a bicameral parliament, with 
virtually equal powers to the 
HoR.

That demand may be a deal 
breaker but there is another way 
out of the impasse. The GNC may 
be able to make up some of what 
it loses in the bargaining over 
deciding who sits where: the 
positions of prime minister, 
deputy prime ministers and the 
two ministers who will be part of 
the Presidency Council are 
particularly important.

That the bargaining has gotten 
to this stage is a good sign, 
though no guarantee of success. 
But even success will be no more 
than what US State Department 
insiders are calling a “70% 
solution”.

Khalifa Haftar, who commands 
the Libyan National Army on 
behalf of the Dignity coalition, is 
not likely to sign on. Nor will 
hardliners associated with Dawn. 
Moreover, a 70% solution 
without international peace-
keepers is a risky proposition. A 
lot of spoilers reside in that 
outstanding 30%.

The key to success will be 
security arrangements, espe-
cially in Tripoli. Those arrange-
ments have not been made, 
though some militias have begun 
discussing them informally.

Even under the best possible 
scenario that will take time, as 
building the confidence of HoR 
members required to get them to 
move to Tripoli will not be easy.

Italy has signaled a willingness 
to lead a peacekeeping team 
designed to secure Tripoli; 
however, it is vital that the 
request for peacekeepers come 
from a legitimate Libyan govern-
ment only after Tripoli is stabi-
lised and the HoR has moved 
there. And Arab participation, 
which won’t be easy to arrange, is 
important.

That still leaves a perilous 

transition period. The Islamic 
State (ISIS) affiliate in Libya is 
second only to the caliphate in 
Syria and Iraq in posing a threat 
to US interests. Though chased 
recently from Derna by other 
extremists, ISIS has established 
itself in centrally located Sirte.

ISIS despises both Dawn and 
Dignity and will try to destabilise 
any Government of National 
Accord, meaning that those who 
back the GNA must be prepared 
to fight ISIS.

The United States has a role to 
play if the 70% solution goes 
forward. Washington must be 
prepared to press the parties in 
Libya to adhere to the UN-bro-
kered agreement. This could 

include sanctioning recalci-
trants.

Washington must help ensure 
that Libya’s neighbours back the 
70% solution. The Tunisians and 
Moroccans, who have hosted 
negotiating sessions, are on 
board. The big question mark is 
Egypt, which under President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi has backed 
Dignity and in particular Haftar. 
Informed sources say the 
Egyptians are ready to abandon 
that support.

Washington should also 
support an international peace-
keeping mission with air and sea 
logistics, intelligence and, if 
necessary, air strikes. And 
Washington should offer to train 
Libyan forces, especially in 
counterterrorism. This is more 
controversial than it sounds 
because a previous US-supported 
effort to train a General Purpose 
Force (GPF) in Libya failed due to 
misbehaviour of the Libyans 
involved. Some refused to return 
to Libya. Others did worse.

The training will be expensive 
and dangerous. To be effective, 
the United States should be 
prepared to spend as much as 
$600 million over three to five 
years. That will be a hard sell.

US policymakers must decide 
whether they are serious about 
defeating ISIS. A failed UN 
political agreement in Libya 
could give ISIS an opportunity to 
quickly expand and take over 
territory. Libya is an enormous 
country with a small population 
— only 6.4 million when every-
one is at home, likely no more 
than 5 million or so today. Its 
hinterland would be ideal as an 
ISIS safe haven, giving it strategic 
depth as it loses territory in Iraq 
and Syria.

The Libyans deserve better, in 
particular if they sign on to the 
UN-brokered agreement. The 
United States should be prepared 
to support their efforts.

Daniel
Serwer

View point
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Deserving better. A Libyan at a ceremony 
marking the 75th anniversary of the army’s 
establishment in Tripoli, last August.

Chatting the day away. A Douar Hicher café.
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T 

he unexpected, and un-
precedented, appearance 
of five Chinese warships 
in the Bering Sea off 
Alaska on September 2nd 

as US President Barack Obama was 
visiting the Arctic, the oil industry’s 
last frontier, was a bold display of 
China’s growing naval power and 
its global reach.

The astonishing Chinese demon-
stration took place ahead of a visit 
to Washington by Chinese Presi-
dent Xi Jinping and underlined Chi-
na’s interest in joining the interna-
tional drive to tap the Arctic’s vast 
oil and gas reserves.

The combination of China’s quest 
for energy resources and its swell-
ing naval power, however, are cur-
rently focused on the Indian Ocean 
and the Arabian Sea, where Beijing 
is going all-out to dominate the 
strategic shipping lanes that carry 
the oil and raw materials from the 
Gulf region and Africa to fuel Chi-
na’s expanding economy.

Some 85% of China’s oil supplies 
pass through the Indian Ocean, an 
area for naval rivalries since ancient 
times, which makes it a vital energy 
artery for Beijing.

Apart from Taiwan, which China 
considers a breakaway province, 
Beijing also claims the South China 
Sea and the vast reservoirs of oil 
and gas it is believed to hold. Naval 
power will be needed to enforce 
that claim, contested to one de-
gree or another by the Philippines, 
Malaysia, Vietnam, Taiwan and 
Brunei. India, another major Asian 
consumer of Middle Eastern ener-
gy, is also building up its naval forc-
es in the region that one day, prob-
ably supported by the Americans, 
may have to contest China’s plans 

to secure Beijing’s all-important 
energy routes at a time of shrinking 
resources.

 India and China have been 
locked in a long-simmering dispute 
over their 4,000-kilometre border 
since India’s defeat in a 1962 war.

Both navies are building up their 
submarine forces and racing to 
build or buy aircraft carriers to pro-
ject their growing sea power.

In recent months, US defence 
and intelligence officials have said 
that China plans to significantly 
upgrade its nuclear-powered mis-
sile submarines — adding up to five 
boats to the three Jin-class subma-
rines already in service.

China launched its first carrier on 
August 10, 2011. It is hardly an awe-
some, state-of-the-art weapons 
platform that will instill fear in Bei-
jing’s rivals. It’s a revamped 900-
foot ex-Soviet warship purchased 
from Ukraine in 1998.

Its military clout is questionable 
and its actual operational deploy-
ment may be years away, longer 
still before the People’s Liberation 
Army’s Navy (PLAN) will be capa-
ble of deploying US-style carrier 
battle groups.

But it’s a symbol of China’s as-
pirations to become a global mari-
time power. Protecting its econom-
ic lifelines will be one of the PLAN’s 
main missions.

India launched its first domesti-
cally built carrier, the 37,500-ton 
INS Vikrant, on August 12, 2013. It 
is small compared to US Nimitz-
class carriers, which are two-and-
a-half times heavier and carry 
many more aircraft, but it marked 
a major milestone for Indian’s mili-
tary capabilities. The Indians are 
concerned about a chain of ports 
and intelligence-gathering stations 
the Chinese have built on islands 
across the vast ocean as well as 
along the coasts of Myanmar, Sri 

Lanka and Pakistan — the so-called 
string of pearls. These are expected 
to extend “along the coast of the 
Arabian Sea and the Persian Gulf” 
says military analyst Vivian Yang. 
“Beijing’s been trying to find other 
sources of energy from around the 
world, but it remains dependent on 
Middle Eastern oil.”

Small flotillas of Chinese destroy-
ers and corvettes are a fixture in 
the Gulf of Aden with international 
anti-piracy task forces. But the Chi-
nese are using these operations to 
learn how to conduct the kind of 
long-range, long-endurance de-
ployments that would be required 
for PLAN operations in the Indian 
Ocean.

A Chinese admiral’s recent sug-
gestion Beijing build a naval base in 

the Gulf of Aden raised fears in the 
Middle East that a confrontation 
between China and India is loom-
ing along the vital energy export 
routes.

That could hit Middle Eastern 
producers hard. According to some 
estimates, 60% of the oil exported 
by the Gulf producers goes to Asia.

The construction of a $1 billion 
container port at Hambantota, un-
til recently a fishing hamlet, on Sri 
Lanka’s south-eastern coast illus-
trates how the Chinese thrust into 
the Indian Ocean is becoming more 
pronounced.

The deep-water port will include 
a development zone and an oil 
refinery. The Chinese have built 
a similar port at Gwadar on Paki-
stan’s Arabian Sea coast. The $200 

million facility will eventually be 
the terminal for pipelines pumping 
Gulf crude and natural gas to west-
ern China. 

Another is planned at Chittagong 
in Bangladesh. Beijing denies try-
ing to encircle India but New Del-
hi sees a dire threat. “The Indian 
Ocean has become a crucial area for 
China advancing its long-term stra-
tegic interests,” cautioned Brahma 
Chellaney of the Centre for Policy 
Research, a New Delhi think-tank. 
“You’ll see much more of that in 
the coming years. India has to re-
spond.”

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

China builds navy to protect Mideast oil lifeline

London

I 

t was about 1,200 years ago 
that a dhow set sail from Chi-
na laden with silver, gold and 
ceramics, only to sink off the 
coast of Indonesia.

The traditional vessel had been 
bound for, among other places, the 
Arabian peninsula, and its 1998 dis-
covery was evidence of the antiqui-
ty of trading links between the Mid-
dle Kingdom and the Middle East.

Although they can be traced back 
more than a millennium, economic 
ties between the regions are hardly 
stuck in the past. They have grown 
at a breathless pace in recent years, 
thanks to China’s extraordinarily 
rapid development and a desire of 
Middle Eastern countries to diversi-
fy investment and trade links away 
from the West.

Recent stock market turmoil not-
withstanding, China’s economic 
expansion is unprecedented. The 
country’s gross domestic product 
growth may have been at its lowest 
for 24 years in 2014, yet still came 
in at 7.4%. No wonder the Chinese 
economy developed a huge insatia-
ble thirst for petroleum to the ex-
tent that, in April, China overtook 
the United States as the world’s big-
gest importer of oil.

More than half of China’s oil im-
ports come from the Middle East, 
3.1 million barrels a day in 2014. 
This figure is forecast to double 
within two decades, even as Beijing 
maintains or expands imports from 

Russia, Central Asia and Africa. 
With the fracking revolution cut-
ting US demand for imported oil, 
as much as 90% of Middle Eastern 
supplies are expected to go to Asia 
by 2035.

“[China] is viewed by produc-
ers in the Middle East as a growth 
market,” says Nader Habibi, Henry 
J. Leir professor of the economics of 
the Middle East at Brandeis Univer-
sity in the United States.

Yet the burgeoning Sino-Middle 
Eastern economic tie is not just 
about oil. The Middle East has be-
come an important market for Chi-
nese products, ranging from cheap 
plastic consumer goods sold whole-
sale in Dubai’s vast Dragon Mart 
complex of nearly 4,000 stores, 

to the Chinese car brands that ac-
count for 5% of new vehicles sold 
in Egypt.

Countries as diverse as Bahrain, 
Egypt, Iran and Saudi Arabia im-
port more from China than from 
any other country and the region 
is seen by Beijing as an important 
growth market, especially given 
the sluggish performance of West-
ern developed economies. China’s 
exports could potentially stifle the 
growth of the manufacturing sector 
in the Middle East.

Trade between China and the Gulf 
is valued at more than $100 billion 
annually and China is among the 
region’s top four trading partners. 
However, a China-Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) free-trade agree-

ment, first discussed more than a 
decade ago, is yet to be signed, de-
spite repeated positive noises from 
the Chinese side.

Tens of thousands of Chinese la-
bourers work at mammoth building 
sites in the Gulf and the country’s 
construction firms have secured 
contracts to create infrastructure 
projects, including Doha’s new 
port, an oil pipeline off the United 
Arab Emirates and a multi-billion-
dollar high-speed rail line between 
Mecca and Medina.

Chinese companies are not just 
building the infrastructure and in-
dustry of the Middle East; they are 
also funding it by investing in alu-
minium smelters and oil refineries, 
the telecommunications sector, 
retail malls and Israel’s high-tech 
“silicon wadi”. 

A number of Arab nations have 
joined the Asian Infrastructure In-
vestment Bank, putting them on 
the fast track for receiving Chinese 
investment. In the opposite direc-
tion, Gulf interests have invested 
heavily in downstream petroleum 
facilities in China. As more Chinese 
firms set up offices in the Middle 
East, the number of universities in 
China offering Arabic classes has in-
creased substantially.

But the growth in commercial 
ties has not been without concerns. 
While China is seen as an important 
partner in repairing infrastructure 
ravaged by the turmoil of the “Arab 
spring”, that same upheaval has 
pushed investors away from trou-
ble hotspots in the Middle East and 
towards the region’s more stable 
countries, notably those of the GCC.

Also, although China lacks the 
historical baggage that encumbers 
Western nations in the region, the 
Chinese also lack the deep-rooted 
ties that bind parts of the Middle 
East to the West, even if these rela-
tionships are ambivalent.

 Broadly speaking, though, Chi-
na’s growing presence in the Mid-
dle East is win-win. China’s stated 
policy of “non-interference” in the 
internal affairs of other nations — 
Beijing’s foreign policy is focused 
on economics, not politics — make 
it an attractive partner and its en-
gagement with the Middle East is 
typically less asymmetrical than 
it tends to be with Africa, where 
Chinese investments are primarily 
about securing control of natural 
resources. 

“There are other investment op-
portunities in manufacturing and 
construction and things not related 
to facilitating exports,” says Habibi. 
“I don’t think it will be like China 
and Africa. It will be moulded to-
wards the level of economic devel-
opment of the specific Middle East-
ern countries.”

Daniel Bardsley is a UK-based 
freelance journalist and former 
China correspondent for The 
National newspaper.

A Chinese Navy soldier stands guard as Chinese citizens board the naval ship Linyi at a port in Aden, 
last March.

Not just oil. A cargo ship berths at the port in Lianyungang, in 
eastern China’s Jiangsu province on September 8th.

Protecting its 
economic lifelines 
will be one of the 
PLAN’s main 
missions

Small flotillas of 
Chinese destroyers 
and corvettes are a 
fixture in the Gulf of 
Aden

Ed Blanche

Huge opportunities for the Middle Kingdom in the Middle East
Daniel Bardsley

More than half of 
China’s oil imports 
come from the 
Middle East, 3.1 
million barrels a day 
in 2014

The Big Picture China and the Middle East
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s the security situation in 
Yemen deteriorated, Chi-
na’s People’s Liberation 
Army rescued hundreds 
of Chinese citizens, and 

many foreigners, from the strife-
torn Arab nation. It was an exercise 
that echoed events of four years 
earlier when China sent a warship 
to protect vessels taking its workers 
out of a similarly chaotic Libya.

The episodes illustrate how Chi-
na’s burgeoning economic ties with 
the Middle East, leading hundreds of 
thousands of Chinese to base them-
selves in the region, have brought 
with them security implications.

While it has willingly stepped up 
in response to regional emergen-
cies affecting its citizens, China has 
shown little sign of wanting to ad-
vance its wider political or security 
influence in the Middle East.

This is despite the fact that the 
time would appear ripe for China 
to strengthen its role in the Middle 
East. Economic ties between China 
and the region have expanded dra-
matically: trade has grown seven-
fold over the past decade to about 
$230 billion in 2014 and is predicted 
to double again within five years. In 
2014, more than half of China’s oil 
imports came from the Middle East, 
while manufactured goods — and 
small arms — move in the other di-
rection.

The influence of the region’s tra-
ditional external power, the United 
States, is waning. Washington has 

stepped back from Iraq and in 2013 
shied away from taking military ac-
tion against Syria over the regime’s 
suspected use of chemical weapons.

Although many in the Middle East 
would welcome a second external 
security guarantor to balance Wash-
ington’s influence, China’s non-eco-
nomic engagement has not extend-
ed beyond signing up members of 
the Asian Infrastructure Investment 
Bank, sending its foreign minister 
to the region and being at the table 
during the Iran nuclear negotia-
tions. Neither Chinese President Xi 
Jinping nor Premier Li Keqiang have 
visited the Middle East since taking 
office more than two years ago.

Perhaps it is no wonder, then, 
that US President Barack Obama has 
pointedly accused China of being a 
“free rider” in the Middle East.

China’s reluctance to become a 
forceful political or security player 
in the region comes even though it 
is better placed than many Western 
nations to act as an impartial media-
tor of intractable issues such as the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

 It does not generate the resent-
ment that weighs down the United 
States and leads many to see Wash-
ington as a cause, rather than a so-
lution, of some of the region’s prob-
lems.

Perhaps Beijing feels if it did step 
into the breach, it would end up in 
the same position as Washington.

“If you moved the clock back 70 
years, you could say that the US is 
better placed than the UK, so they 
could do well, but see where they 
are now,” says Professor Steve Tsang 
of the School of Contemporary Chi-
nese Studies at the University of 
Nottingham in the United Kingdom.

China’s growth in defence spend-
ing is primarily focused on strength-
ening its position in the Asia-Pacific.

In the Middle East, it has de-
veloped ties to nations as diverse 
as Turkey, Iran, Saudi Arabia and 
Egypt, with the latter being a par-
ticular admirer of China’s model of 

economic growth without political 
pluralism.

Beijing’s approach of non-inter-
ference has allowed it to achieve the 
remarkable balancing act of forging 
links with Israel while not alienating 
the Palestinians, to whom in previ-
ous decades it supplied arms and 
funds.

In a region where alliances and 
power balances shift, and there are 
interstate rivalries aplenty, China re-
alises there are dangers in becoming 
too close to a particular regime. In 
2011, Beijing’s vetoing of sanctions 
that would have targeted the regime 
of Syrian President Bashar Assad 
led to Chinese flags being burned 

by opposition forces. Recognising 
the risks it faces, China has more 
recently made greater efforts to en-
gage with opposition groups in the 
region. It wants to be friends with 
everyone but appears keen to avoid 
the perception that it is throwing 
its weight around. “China won’t be 
a hegemonic power. China doesn’t 
want to follow the imperial pattern 
like the former British Empire or the 
US,” says Gordon Cheung, senior lec-
turer in the School of Government 
and International Affairs at Durham 
University in the United Kingdom.

There are challenges that could 
ultimately draw China deeper into 
the region in security terms. Until 

now it has stayed clear of the fight 
against the Islamic State (ISIS), even 
though the group has backed the 
cause of Uighur Muslims in China’s 
north-western region of Xinjiang 
who have protested what they see 
as repression by Beijing.

Although exiled Uighurs have 
played down links with ISIS, senior 
Chinese officials have said hundreds 
of their citizens are fighting along-
side the group and claimed that Uig-
hurs have received training in Syria.

This indicates that China’s domes-
tic security cannot be divorced from 
events in the Middle East, potential-
ly pressuring Beijing to eventually 
deepen political and security ties.

How long can Beijing avoid a political role?
Daniel Bardsley

Neither Chinese 
President Xi Jinping 
nor Premier Li 
Keqiang have visited 
the Middle East 
since taking office

Chinese President Xi Jinping at the 6th ministerial meeting of the China-Arab Cooperation Forum  in 
Beijing, on June 5, 2014.
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o wonder Chinese Pre-
mier Li Keqiang has 
been urging “concerted 
efforts” to ensure the 
deal over Iran’s nuclear 

programme does not get derailed: 
He wants the green light for China 
to enhance its ties with the Islamic 
Republic.

Meanwhile, Israel is striving to 
block the deal, which Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu has 
called a “historic mistake”.

China’s ties with both Iran and 
Israel are burgeoning but will their 
antagonism towards each other im-
peril Beijing’s ability to get what it 
wants from these relationships?

“If you’re a major player like 

China, over time your partners ex-
pect more than a purely utilitarian 
relationship,” says James Dorsey, 
senior fellow at the S. Rajaratnam 
School of International Studies in 
Singapore. “That’s where the rub 
is. All the principles of non-inter-
ference and harmony are unsus-
tainable. There’s the beginning of a 
realisation of that in China.”

China is Iran’s largest trading 
partner and Iran is China’s third 
biggest supplier of oil, contributing 
about 12% of its imports. A success-
ful nuclear deal will boost trade, 
investment and energy opportuni-
ties.

Nothing unusual there — Western 
business types have also been beat-
ing a path to Tehran — but Iran also 
occupies a key position in China’s 
larger One Belt, One Road policy, 
which could see it invest trillions of 
dollars to create an overland trade 

route and integrated economic 
area from western China to the 
Middle East and Europe through 
Central Asia. The Iran nuclear deal 
affords China wider security and 
political opportunities. Military 
cooperation ticked up in 2013 and 
2014, with high-profile leadership 
visits and port calls involving the 
two countries’ navies. Many of 
Iran’s missiles are Chinese-made or 
based on Chinese designs, some-
thing that Dorsey says will irk Is-
rael and other rivals such as Saudi 
Arabia.

Both Iran and China border Af-
ghanistan, from where US and oth-
er coalition forces are due to with-
draw in 2016, and could cooperate 
for stability there. China in particu-
lar is worried about militancy that 
could feed into unrest among the 
Muslim Uighur population in its 
Xinjiang province.

Iran’s rehabilitation will enable 
Beijing to bring it closer into its po-
litical embrace, giving it full mem-
bership of China-led multilateral 
organisations such as the Shanghai 
Cooperation Organisation. Iran is a 
founding member of China’s Asian 
Infrastructure Investment Bank 
(AIIB). Some analysts argue such 
moves are explicitly designed to 
dilute US influence.

Israel, too, is a founding mem-
ber of the AIIB — much to Wash-
ington’s displeasure. Indeed, some 
argue that the chilly relationship 
between the Obama White House 
and the Netanyahu government is 
causing Israel to carry out its own 

pivot to Asia. A stream of high-
ranking Chinese officials have been 
to Israel since Netanyahu’s Beijing 
visit in 2013.

That suits China just fine. Its 
main interest is in Israeli technol-
ogy. In the 1980s and 1990s, that 
mostly meant military technology 
— but it didn’t get all that it wanted. 
In 2000, the United States threat-
ened to cut military aid to Israel if it 
went ahead with sales of sensitive 
equipment to China.

Now China is looking to Israel 
for agritech, biotech, information 
technology and clean tech, includ-
ing water-saving and irrigation so-
lutions. Asia’s richest man, Hong 
Kong billionaire Li Ka-shing, has 
made high-profile investments in 
Israeli firms and has donated mon-
ey to an institute of technology in 
Haifa. Chinese firms are involved in 
Israeli infrastructure projects and 
the countries are discussing the 
creation of a free trade zone.

In the past China might have 
concealed its growing partnership 
with Israel to avoid undermining 
relationships with other Middle 
Eastern countries but no longer, 
says Yoram Evron of Haifa Univer-
sity’s Asian Studies department.

“The main reason for the change 
stems from China’s growing self-
confidence and understanding that 
the battle against Israel is no long-
er a uniting factor in the Muslim 
world,” he wrote in the newspaper 
Yedioth Ahronoth.

China has recognised the state 
of Palestine and does not consider 
Hamas or Hezbollah to be terrorist 
groups. But Evron argues that Isra-

el’s relative stability amid growing 
chaos in the region, its strategic im-
portance and status as a US ally all 
motivate China to cultivate good 
relations. However, while Iran may 
look to China as an alternative pow-
er to the United States, Israel is un-
likely to follow suit, no matter how 
strained things might be between 
their current leaders. And China 
is more likely to be concerned by 
the US reaction to its changing re-
lationships in the Middle East than 
by the rivalry between individual 
regional states. Dorsey predicts 
that within a decade or so, Chinese 
military bases could appear in the 
region.

“You’ll see bases and assertive 
policies affecting Saudi Arabia and 
Iran, Israel and the Palestinians 
and political stability generally,” 
he said. “To a degree this will be 
welcomed by the West. Over time 
there will be a dilution of the US se-
curity umbrella in the Persian Gulf. 

China will push the envelope 
but be careful not to overthrow the 
cart.”

Such moves will be defined by 
national interest, aided, Dorsey 
says, by the fact that its govern-
ment does not have to deal with 
lobbies or ethno-religious pressure 
groups at home.

While the White House grapples 
with the pro-Israel lobby or evan-
gelical Christian organisations, 
which affect domestic political 
calculations, the Chinese politburo 
has no such concerns. There are an 
estimated 70 million Christians and 
about 23 million Muslims including 
about 11 million ethnic Uighurs in 
China, but, as Dorsey notes, they 
do not vote.

Tom Spender is a London-based 
journalist who has worked in the 
Middle East and China.

Israel, Iran and Beijing’s delicate balance
Tom Spender

Iran’s rehabilitation 
will enable Beijing to 
bring it closer into 
its political embrace

China is Iran’s 
largest trading 
partner and Iran is 
China’s third biggest 
supplier of oil

Iranian Foreign Minister Javad Zarif after a meeting with China’s 
Foreign Minister Wang Yi in Beijing, on September 15th.
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audi Arabia and other Arab 
states are deeply alarmed 
at Iran’s expanding reach in 
the Middle East, an anxiety 
acutely heightened by the 

nuclear agreement between Tehran 
and US-led global powers, which 
the Arabs believe gives the Islamic 
Republic the green light to become 
the region’s paramount power.

In particular, the Saudis, who 
see themselves as the champions 
of Islam’s mainstream Sunni sect, 
are dismayed at the recent growth 
of Iranian-backed Shia militias op-
erating in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon and 
Yemen into a “foreign legion” to 
spearhead Iran’s geopolitical ambi-
tions.

Regional analyst Chris Zambelis 
of Washington-based security con-
sultancy Helios Global warned that 
the July 14th nuclear agreement, 
which he said “represents a wa-
tershed in Middle East diplomacy, 
could affect “Iran’s precarious eth-
nic and sectarian minority dynam-
ics”.

The recent dramatic shift in Ri-
yadh’s foreign policy from cautious 
diplomacy to aggressive military in-
tervention — initiated in large part 
by the nuclear deal — indicates that 
the Sunnis may seek to play Iran at 
its own game, destabilising the Is-
lamic Republic from within.

This on its own is unlikely to 
bring down the clerical Shia regime 
in Tehran but it would escalate the 
deepening confrontation between 
the Gulf monarchies and Iran. Iraq 

on its western border has a Shia ma-
jority but the people are Arab, not 
Persian, and the Sunnis are up in 
arms.

It is here that the Islamic State 
(ISIS), with its upstart caliphate, 
poses the biggest threat to Shia 
power, evoking as it does the his-
toric triumphs of Sunni Islam in the 
seventh and eighth centuries.

And there’s Iraqi Kurdistan, sit-
ting on 45 billion barrels of oil. Its 
5.5 million overwhelmingly Sunni 
people are eyeing independence 
from Baghdad. There is grow-
ing concern in Tehran over Sunni 
militancy. Iran’s nightmare is en-
circlement, with Baluchi unrest in 
south-eastern Iran growing while 
ISIS fighters are within striking dis-
tance of the border in Iraq’s Diyala 
province.

 The fear is these developments 
will revive separatist aspirations 
among Iran’s restive Kurds, who 
number 7 million to 8 million. In-
deed, in Iran’s Kurdish regions 
along the western border with Iraq, 
militants of the Party of Free Life in 
Kurdistan (PJAK) have intensified 
operations against the state since 
May, effectively ending a tenuous 
2011 ceasefire.

On August 6th, the group claimed 
it killed 20 Iranian soldiers outside 
the town of Mariwan. A week later, 
PJAK said it killed Revolutionary 
Guards near Sanandaj, the Kurdish 
region’s capital. On September 1st, 
Revolutionary Guards in Kerman-
shah province said they killed a 
dozen PJAK fighters.

PJAK is the Iranian wing of Tur-
key’s outlawed Kurdish Workers’ 
Party, which has been fighting a 
separatist insurgency since the 

mid-1980s in which about 35,000 
people have died. PJAK launched 
its insurgency in 2004 and thou-
sands have perished in a ruthless 
crackdown by Tehran.

In south-western Iran, the armed 
wing of the Arab Struggle Move-
ment for the Liberation of Ahvaz 
(ASMLA) are attacking Iranian se-
curity forces and other targets in 
Khuzestan province.

It is unlikely Tehran will ever 
grant autonomy to the province, 
where up to 4 million ethnic Arabs 
live, because it contains 90% of 

Iran’s oil reserves.
Despite Tehran’s long-time ne-

glect of Iranian Arabs, which pre-
dated the 1979 revolution, and the 
poverty in which they are forced to 
live, Khuzestanis remained loyal to 
the Islamic Revolution in the 1980-
88 war with Iraq.

But now, Zambelis noted: “Many 
Ahwazis believe their predicament 
is the product of a calculated effort 
to emphasise the Islamic Republic’s 
Persian character at their expense.”

They are mostly Shia but many 
are reportedly converting to Sun-

ni Islam. ASMLA is supported by 
Saudi Arabia and other Arab states, 
although whether that includes fi-
nancing and arming the insurgents 
is not clear.

In Iran’s south-east, there has 
been a long-running insurgency, 
widely believed to have been 
funded by the Saudis, in the Sunni-
majority province of Sistan-e-Bal-
uchistan. Iran is battling to crush a 
movement called the Army of Jus-
tice, an extremist Sunni group that 
evolved from one known as Jundal-
lah, which began fighting the Teh-
ran regime in 2003.

Jundallah, which Tehran claimed 
was backed by Pakistan and the 
United States, waged a deadly bat-
tle with the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps (IRGC) until 2010, 
when its leader Abdolmalek Rigi 
was captured and executed. But the 
Sunni radicals have not gone away.

In February, they seized five Ira-
nian border guards and demanded 
the release of Sunni rebel fighters 
held by the Syrian regime, Iran’s 
ally. 

That was the first time the Balu-
chis had linked their campaign to 
an external conflict in what analyst 
Alex Vatanka of the Middle East In-
stitute called a “clear attempt to in-
ternationalise the campaign against 
Tehran and draw outside Sunni 
sympathisers to their cause”.

Vatanka noted while Iran’s main 
focus is crushing ISIS in Iraq, “the 
larger, long-term challenge for 
Tehran… is to address grievances 
found among Iran’s Sunni minority 
and deprive the Islamic State and 
other extremist Sunni movements 
of finding a foothold inside Iran’s 
borders.”

Iran and the caliphate: Perils on the periphery
Ed Blanche

London
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once asked a cleric in Iran how 
one qualified as an “ayatollah”. 
“Well,” he mused, “you used to 
have to study.”

That had been my under-
standing. Such has been the impor-
tance of ijtihad (“independent rea-
soning”) in Shia Islam that standing 
among fellow clerics depended for 
centuries on learning and compe-
tence, particularly through pub-
lishing a range of original work.

The issue of who is, and who is 
not, an ayatollah resonates with 
the approach of February 2016 elec-
tions for the Assembly of Experts, 
the clerical body that chooses Iran’s 
supreme leaders. There is a reason-
able chance the assembly will in 
its next eight-year term pick a suc-
cessor to Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, 
who is 76 and underwent prostate 
surgery in 2014. But there is little 
clarity as to how much clerical ex-
pertise the leader must have.

In recent decades, Iran has seen 
“ayatollah inflation”. In his 2000 
book Who Rules Iran? German 
scholar Wilfried Buchta estimated 
the number of ayatollahs at 5,000, 
with the vast majority apolitical. 
“No one knows,” an Iranian journal-
ist in Tehran told The Arab Weekly. 
“Thousands certainly, perhaps tens 
of thousands.”

According to the Oxford Ency-
clopaedia of the Islamic World, the 
term “ayatollah”’ was first applied 
during the latter part of the Qajar 
dynasty (1796-1925) in Iran, but not 
among Shia Muslims elsewhere: it 
may have imitated the title zill Al-

lah (“shadow of God”) traditionally 
applied to Iranian Islamic rulers.

“Then in the 20th century, the 
title Ayatu’llah (“the sign of God”) 
became customary for designating 
a marja’ at-taqlid,” wrote Moojan 
Momen is his 1985 Yale publication 
An Introduction to Shi’i Islam.

The marja – or “source of emula-
tion” — was a cleric, or small num-
ber of clerics, acknowledged as the 
most pre-eminent. Later, as the 
number of ayatollahs increased, a 
marja was called ayatollah ozma, or 
grand ayatollah.

In 1979, the Islamic Republic 
implemented Ayatollah Ruhollah 
Khomeini’s theory of velayat-e fa-
qih (“guardianship of the jurist”). 
This gave the leading cleric a pre-
eminent say in the state under the 
supervision of an assembly of sen-
ior clerics, so ensuring the suprem-
acy of Islam over politics, even as an 
elected parliament made laws and 
held the government to account.

But in Khomeini’s last years, it 
was clear there was a problem. 
Khomeini had removed as dep-
uty leader Ayatollah Hossein-Ali 
Montazeri, the leading cleric after 
Khomeini supporting velayat-e fa-
qih, for criticising a wave of execu-
tions of political prisoners in 1988. 
So Khomeini designated as his suc-
cessor Ali Khamenei, a far from sen-
ior cleric and no ayatollah.

When the Experts Assembly con-
vened after Khomeini’s death in 
1989 it duly chose Khamenei and a 
subsequent constitutional change 
removed the rule that the leader 
needed “learning and piety as re-
quired for the function of marja”. 
Instead, the leader was required 
only to have qualifications fit to is-
sue fatwas (religious rulings), mean-
ing he might not even be an ayatol-
lah.

“The separation of the function 
of faqih and marja did not mean the 
separation of religion from politics,” 
writes Ulrich von Schwerin in a 
new biography of Montazeri*, “but 
rather established the supremacy of 
politics over religion. Henceforth, 

the state did not receive its legiti-
macy from the faqih but the faqih 
depended on the state for his own 
legitimacy.”

While the assembly conferred 
the title of ayatollah on Khame-
nei, many clerics never recognised 
this, even when it was announced 
he would act as a marja for Shia 
outside Iran. Montazeri’s support-
ers soon questioned Khamenei’s 
qualifications and in 1997 Montaz-
eri gave a speech telling the leader; 
“You are not a marja’-e taqlid and 
you bear no resemblance to a mar-
ja’-e taqlid.”

Would-be candidates for the 2016 
election will be assessed by the 
watchdog Guardian Council, six of 
whose 12 members are appointed 
by Khamenei. In the last election, 
in 2006, the council refused to pass 

both reformist clerics and many fol-
lowers of the fundamentalist cleric 
Ayatollah Mohammad-Taqi Mes-
bah-Yazdi.

As to possible candidates for 
leader, May’s choice of Ayatollah 
Mohammad Yazdi, 83, as chair-
man of the assembly did not per-
haps indicate he is likely to succeed 
Khamenei but it did reveal opposi-
tion to Ayatollah Mahmoud Hashe-
mi Shahroudi, who is relatively 
young at 66 and had been seen as 
Khamenei’s likely preference.

“The choice of leader will be 
100% politics,” said the Iranian 
journalist. But despite its devalua-
tion, and despite not being a formal 
requirement for leader, the title of 
ayatollah still carries weight, and it 
is interesting that some conserva-
tives have started calling Sadeq 

Larijani, head of the judiciary, an 
ayatollah.“There has been such an 
inflation of the title that by now 
probably all the people under con-
sideration (for leader) hold the ti-
tle,” Farideh Farhi of the University 
of Hawaii said. There is at least one 
exception: no-one is yet describ-
ing President Hassan Rohani as an 
ayatollah, although there is specu-
lation in Iran he could emerge as a 
possible leader.

* Ulrich von Schwerin, The Dis-
sident Mullah: Ayatollah Montazeri 
and the Struggle for Reform in Revo-
lutionary Iran, I.B. Tauris, 2015.

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

Ayatollahs will determine Iran’s succession 
Gareth Smyth

Rule of the Ayatollahs. A session of Iran’s Assembly of Experts, on September 1st.Would-be 
candidates for the 
2016 election will be 
assessed by the 
watchdog Guardian 
Council
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ourteen months 
before the United 
States chooses its next 
leader, extraordinary 
and unprecedented 
events are taking place 

in the Republican Party: Billion-
aire businessman Donald Trump 
is leading the pack and crushing 
all opposition from conventional 
candidates in public opinion 
polls.

Trump is reviving and distilling 
American nationalism into a 
potent brew from the chaotic 
confusion that George W. Bush 
left it in.

It is easy to sneer at Trump and 
dismiss him as a billionaire televi-
sion star, as the woefully medio-
cre political media in the United 
States have done. But Arab 
leaders and analysts should not 
make the same mistake.

Trump is first and foremost an 
exceptionally successful busi-
nessman, a figure of genuine 
intellectual and business talent 
who exudes the swaggering 
self-confidence very different 
from the pathetic fake macho 
bluster of Bush, Donald Rums-
feld, Dick Cheney, Paul Wolfowitz 
and the rest of their gang.

And he may prove to be 
surprisingly good news for the 

United States’ traditional friends 
in the Arab world. Trump alone 

in the Republican field has 
spoken out strongly and acknowl-
edged that the original invasion 
of Iraq was a disastrous mistake. 
He has opposed sending arms to 
Ukraine and putting US troops in 
harm’s way there. He advocates a 
hard-headed policy of putting US 
economic and business interests 
first. This was the kind of clear-
eyed pragmatism that allowed 
the US-Saudi special relationship 
to flourish for most of the past 80 
years. It is a striking contrast to 
the catastrophic Bush and Obama 
policies of wrecking one Arab 
government after another in their 
ceaseless quest to “promote 
democracy and human rights” — 
when all that is promoted is 
anarchy, endless violence, 
massacre and murderous extrem-
ism.

Most of all, Arab policymakers 
and pundits need to recognise 
that Trump can win.

He is probably worth 
between $8 billion and $9 
billion, yet is enormously 
popular with grass-roots 
Republican voters.

Every time a member of 
the large field of 
Republican nonenti-
ties tries to outflank 
him by puffing 
himself up and 
swearing to stand 
up to the Islamic 
State  (ISIS), his 
standing collapses 
in the polls. This 
has happened to 
former Texas 
governor Rick 
Perry, Louisiana 
Governor Bobby 
Jindal, US Senator 

Lindsey Graham of South 
Carolina, former Florida governor 
Jeb Bush and Wisconsin Governor 
Scott Walker, who on August 30th 
memorably suggested the United 
States wall off Canada.

The list is endless.
Yet the more these puffed-up 

candidates posture, pout and 
threaten, the more their non-
existent support evaporates and 
Trump rises ever higher. There is 
a profound message in this 
phenomenon: Even hard-core 
Republicans are sick and tired of 
endless, ridiculous wars that go 
on forever and only make things 
worse than they were before. One 
crucial message needs to be 
proclaimed loud and clear: 
Trump can win.

 He may prove to be an excel-
lent president or a terrible one. 
But he will be the real thing, a 
departure from the endless 
woeful incompetent, mediocre 
and mindless purveyors of worn 
conservative clichés. 

A President Trump would, on 
the basis of his recent state-
ments, work for a stable  
Middle East with restored 
potential for the United States 
as well as European and Asian 
investment.

He would prefer to work above 
all with successful, prosperous 
Arab states that embody the 
values that made him so rich.

He would distrust and oppose 
the rise of Iran. He would not 
naively fall, as Barack Obama and 
the woeful John Kerry have so 
disastrously fallen, for a disas-
trous deal that capitalises the 
Iranian ayatollahs through a 
global oil price recession by 
freeing up $55 billion to $100 
billion that they can immediately 
spend on trying to destabilise 
every moderate nation in the 
region.

A President Trump is the best 
bet to restore the moderate, 
consistent and pragmatic policies 
that guided Ronald Reagan and 
George H.W. Bush in their 

generally highly successful 
engagement with the region.

No better alternative pros-
pect is remotely in sight.

Martin Sieff is a senior fellow of 
the American University in 
Moscow and the author 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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If elected, Biden 
will carry on 
Obama’s policies 
in the Middle East

Washington

S 

peculation is rife in Wash-
ington that US Vice-Pres-
ident Joe Biden is leaning 
towards entering the race 
to be the next president. 

His decision is predicated on family 
matters and how Hillary Clinton’s 
legal troubles unfold.

If he does enter the race, Biden 
would have a formidable job dis-
lodging the Clinton campaign but 
his folksy appeal and scandal-free 
background will probably allow him 
to prevail over Clinton and possibly 
the eventual Republican nominee.

Prior to this summer, the betting 
in Washington was that Clinton 
was the clear favourite to capture 
the Democratic Party nomination. 
She had name recognition, an in-
fluential political machine — led by 
husband and former president Bill 
Clinton — and she generated enthu-
siasm from parts of the Democratic 
Party base, such as women’s groups.

But things started to change dur-
ing the past several months. For one, 
a rumpled Democratic socialist, US 
Senator Bernie Sanders of Vermont, 

entered the race and started to draw 
huge crowds from the progres-
sive wing of the Democratic Party 
who liked his diatribes against Wall 
Street. Sanders is running slightly 
ahead of Clinton among Democrats 
in New Hampshire, the state where 
the first presidential primary will be 
held. Despite her political networks 
Clinton has not been able to draw 
such large crowds.

Second, Clinton has not been able 
to deflect legal troubles related to 
her email use while secretary of 
state. Leaving aside the Benghazi af-
fair — Republicans still accuse her 
of covering up alleged misdeeds 
during that tragic episode and ques-
tion her claim that she only deleted 
personal emails during that period 
— her more serious travails have 
to do with her possible use of clas-
sified material on an unclassified 
computer server.

 This issue is being investigated 
by the FBI and could result in crimi-
nal charges.

After being flip about her email 
problems, Clinton has acknowl-
edged she should not have used a 
private email server while at the 
State Department but she insists 
she did nothing legally wrong.

This potential scandal has hurt 
her reputation with the elector-
ate and her negative ratings are 
higher than her positive ratings. In 
a recent poll, 61% of respondents 
said Clinton was not “honest and 
trustworthy’. Granted, the poll was 
conducted among Democrats, inde-
pendents and Republicans, and the 

latter would naturally have a bias 
against her, but this high, negative 
perception among voters is deeply 
troubling to Democrats ahead of the 
2016 presidential election.

Enter Joe Biden. Although in 
late 2008 Biden said he was satis-
fied with becoming vice-president 
and was no longer interested in the 
presidency, he has long coveted the 
Oval Office, having run for it twice 
before. Given Clinton’s problems 
and Sanders’s slim chance of win-
ning a general election (it is hard 
to imagine  a self-declared socialist 
winning the White House), many 
Democrats are urging Biden to run.

Biden’s positives are his intel-
ligence, his long record of public 
service and his ability to connect 
with ordinary Americans. He is 
also scandal free (his only political 
mishap occurring in 1988 when he 
plagiarised a speech of British La-
bour party leader Neil Kinnock). His 
negatives are his long-windedness 

when he gives speeches but he is 
clever enough to use self-deprecat-
ing humour to deflect this criticism.

The major issue for Biden is 
whether he and his family are up 
to a long and gruelling campaign. 
The death of his son, Beau Biden, in 
May, has naturally had a profound 
effect on him but this tragedy has 
cut two ways.

According to Maureen Dowd, col-
umnist for the New York Times, on 
his deathbed Beau urged his father 
to run for president and many of his 
son’s friends are encouraging him to 
do so.

On the other hand, Biden and his 
extended family are still grieving 
and may not be emotionally ready 
for a campaign.

Biden has strong foreign policy 
credentials, having served as chair-
man of the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee. While an expert on 
Europe, he has extensive knowl-
edge of the Middle East and has 

frequently travelled to the region. 
He has been a loyal lieutenant to 
US President Barack Obama and, if 
elected, would probably carry on 
Obama’s policies in the Middle East.

For example, as a believer in the 
importance of alliances, Biden sup-
ported the P5+1 approach to Iran and 
has supported the Iran nuclear deal, 
as well as the alliance approach to 
combating the Islamic State (ISIS). 
On the Israeli-Palestinian dispute, 
Biden, like Obama, is a strong sup-
porter of Israel but has had his share 
of problems with Israeli Prime Min-
ister Binyamin Netanyahu over set-
tlements and other issues.

Biden is expected to make his de-
cision to run in a few weeks.

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.

Gregory Aftandilian

Seasoned. US Vice-President Joe Biden, right, stands in the Oval Office of the White House during 
a meeting between US President Barack Obama and King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud  of Saudi 
Arabia, on September 4th, in Washington.

Biden has extensive 
knowledge of the 
Middle East and has 
frequently travelled 
to the region

Donald Trump speaks at a rally in Washington, on September 9th, 
against the Iran nuclear agreement.

What to expect from a President Trump
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I 

n the same week that a head of 
the British security service MI5 
gave his first live interview, 
calling for greater surveil-
lance powers, an independent 

watchdog questioned the thrust of 
the government’s counterterrorism 
approach.

In an unprecedented interview 
with BBC Radio 4’s Today pro-
gramme on September 16th, MI5 
Director-General Andrew Parker 
warned that the terrorist threat to 
the United Kingdom is at its high-
est level in 30 years, largely thanks 
to the proliferation of internet tech-
nologies and the problems intelli-
gence agencies have in monitoring 
how terrorists use them.

He said police and intelligence 
agencies had foiled six terrorist 
plots over the past year. “That is the 
highest number I can recall in my 
32-year career, certainly the highest 
number since 9/11,” Parker said.

“It represents a threat which is 
continuing to grow, largely because 
of the situation in Syria and how 
that affects our security,” he added, 
calling for more up-to-date surveil-
lance powers.

“They [terrorists] are using se-
cure apps and internet communica-
tion to try to broadcast their mes-
sage and incite and direct terrorism 
amongst people who live here who 
are prepared to listen,” Parker said.

The United Kingdom’s terror 
threat level is listed as “severe”, 
which means an attack is highly 
likely.

British Prime Minister David 
Cameron’s government has been 

pushing for enhanced surveil-
lance powers, dubbed a “snoopers’ 
charter”, something that had been 
blocked in the last parliament by 
government coalition partners the 
Liberal Democrats. But with the 
Conservative Party having won a 
majority parliament, analysts ex-
pect the government will push for 
much stronger counterterrorism 
laws, with Parker’s interview being 
the first salvo in what is expected to 
be a protracted battle.

“The government has made clear 
a new investigatory powers bill is 
expected soon and Andrew Parker 
and others are keen to make their 
case ahead of that,” said BBC Secu-
rity Correspondent Gordon Corera.

“Parker’s argument is that it’s get-
ting harder for his service to do its 
job.”

The new legislation, which could 
be introduced within weeks, would 
likely include powers that compel 
phone companies and internet pro-
viders to store customer calls logs 
and browsing history and give secu-
rity services access to it on request.

While Parker said the intelli-
gence agency needs more powers 
to screen the more than 3,000 do-
mestic Islamic extremists willing to 
conduct attacks on the United King-
dom, he also stressed that any new 
legislation would require greater 
transparency on the part of security 
and intelligence services.

Opponents of the Conservatives 
remain sceptical about the snoop-
ers’ charter, as do phone companies 
and internet providers, which are 
concerned about costs and the effect 
on customer trust, supporting the 
need for strong judicial oversight. 

Labour Party leader Jeremy Cor-
byn’s politics means that it is un-
likely that he will back a snoopers’ 
charter, while the Scottish National 
Party has talked about courting 
“libertarian” Tories who oppose 
enhanced surveillance plans.

“The fact that the head of MI5 
gave an interview at all shows that 
the return of a snoopers’ charter 
is far from a done deal. There is a 
growing realisation that the se-
curity services need to operate 
with clearer public consent,” said 
founder of the Open Intelligence 
Alliance Loz Kaye. Even those who 
agree that existing surveillance leg-
islation is not up to scratch have 
expressed concerns about the Con-
servative Party’s approach to coun-

terterrorism. Shami Chakrabarti, 
director of human rights group 
Liberty, acknowledged that the ex-
isting surveillance is “inadequate” 
but said that the government must 
not be allowed to seek a “blank 
cheque” for unlimited surveil-
lance.

At the same time that authorities 
are calling for more powers, other 
parts of the government’s coun-
terterrorism plan, in particular its 
counter-extremism efforts, are 
coming under fire.

The Cameron government has pi-
oneered a new approach, equating 
counter-extremism with counter-
terrorism, and is seeking to outlaw 
even non-violent forms of counter-
extremism. 

An independent watchdog look-
ing at the proposed counterter-
rorism laws said restrictions on 
freedom of speech could have a 
dangerous backlash. 

“If the wrong decisions are tak-
en, the new law risks provoking a 
backlash in affected communities, 
hardening perceptions of an il-
liberal or Islamophobic approach, 
alienating those whose integra-
tion into British society is already 
fragile and playing into the hands 
of those who, by peddling a griev-
ance agenda, seek to drive people 
further towards extremism and 
terrorism,” independent terror law 
reviewer David Anderson QC said 
in his annual report on terrorism 
legislation.

British government seeks more surveillance powers

Snooping powers. MI5 chief Andrew Parker

Opponents of the 
Conservatives 
remain sceptical 
about the snoopers’ 
charter

MI5 Director-
General Andrew 
Parker warned that 
the terrorist threat 
to the United 
Kingdom is at its 
highest

Putin, ISIS and the Chechen factor

Beirut

I 

n May, Russian President 
Vladimir Putin offered Iraq 
weapons to help the Baghdad 
government of Prime Minister 
Haider al-Abadi push back ji-

hadists of the Islamic State (ISIS), 
but it wasn’t just to rack up major 
arms sales in an effort to regain the 
influence Moscow exerted in the 
Middle East during the Cold War.

Moscow is heavily engaged in 
the Ukraine conflict and facing off 
against NATO in a new Cold War-
style confrontation.  But Putin is 
also worried about ISIS spreading 
its tentacles into Russia’s volatile 
Muslim republics and reigniting the 
ferocious Islamist wars that raged 
from 1994 to 2009 in the northern 
Caucasus.

There are an estimated 4,000 
Chechens and other Caucasian ji-
hadists fighting in Syria and Iraq 
— up to 2,000 of them with ISIS 
— and Moscow sees them as a po-
tentially grave threat. Chechen 
leaders “view the fighting in Syria 
as a great opportunity to train their 
fighters and use the combat experi-
ence back home”, observed Major-
General Wael Abdul Muttalib of the 
Cairo-based Regional Center for 
Strategic Studies.

For Moscow, control of the Cau-

casus, the southern tier of the 
Russian Federation, is a strategic 
imperative and the Kremlin has 
shown it’s prepared to mount mas-
sive counter-insurgency operations 
in which tens of thousands have 
perished in the last 20 years. It’s 
also waging a global assassination 
campaign hunting down Chechen 
jihadist leaders in Turkey and the 
Gulf region.

Russia maintains it has largely 
pacified Chechnya, centre of the 
jihadist-backed secessionist cam-
paign, and the neighbouring Mus-
lim-majority republics of Dagestan, 
Ingushetia and Kabardino-Balka-
ria. Indeed, Putin, the ambitious 
former KGB lieutenant colonel, 
rose to power largely because of 
the relentless and brutal campaign 
he waged to crush that long-run-
ning insurgency.

But separatist discontent con-
tinued to smoulder, and in 2007, 
Chechen rebel leader Dokka 
Umarov, who fought in the Chech-
en wars, declared the Imarat 
Kavkaz, or Islamic Cauca-
sus Emirate (ICE). He 
was its self-appointed 
emir until he was 
assassinated in Sep-
tember 2013 by Rus-
sian special forces, 
as most of 

his predecessors and, indeed, his 
successors, too, have been elimi-
nated.

The latest to die was Magomed 
Suleimanov, aka Abu Usman Gim-
rinsky. Moscow says he was killed 
with three aides in “a counterter-
rorism operation” in Dagestan in 
early August, just a few months af-
ter he took over. He was the third 
ICE emir to be slain by the Russians 
in just more than 18 months.

These assassinations have been 
a major coup for Putin but still the 

Chechens remained a thorn in his 
side. Putin’s alarm grew when the 
ISIS leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi 
proclaimed an Islamic caliphate 
centred on Mosul in northern Iraq 
in June 2014. The ICE, a consoli-
dation of the region’s rebel forces, 
which has links to al-Qaeda and 
the international Salafist network, 
has since 2012 been extending its 
operations southward into Georgia 
and oil-rich Azerbaijan as well as 
the Russian heartland.

But as the constant loss of ICE 
leaders demonstrates, Putin is pil-
ing on the pressure, and this, coun-
terterrorism specialists say, is forc-
ing many jihadists to head for the 
Middle East, most of them to ISIS, 
drawn by its string of battlefield 
victories and the proclamation 
of the Islamic caliphate. Islamist 
sources in Moscow say 4,000 Tajiks 
and other Central Asian migrants 
have been recruited by Chechens 
with ISIS in the last couple of years.

Indeed, there have been sugges-
tions that Putin’s security services 
have done little to stop Islamists 
heading west. However, returning 

to the Caucasus may be more 
problematic, which gives the 

Chechens in Syria and Iraq 
a reason to fight for Bagh-
dadi’s caliphate.

The main Chechen 
contingent is Jaish al 

Muhajireen wal An-
sar (Army of the Emi-
grants and Partisans). 
It splintered in mid-
2014 after the ISIS ca-
liphate was declared 
and Baghdadi or-
dained himself supre-

mo of the world’s 2 billion Muslims.
One faction aligned with ISIS. 

It’s led by one of the ablest of the 
jihadist military commanders, a 
28-year-old red-bearded Chechen 
war veteran whose kunya, or nom 
de guerre, is Omar al-Shishani 
(Omar the Chechen). Born Tarkhan 
Batirashvili, he’s an ethnic Chechen 
from the Pankisi gorge, an Islamist 
stronghold in north-eastern Geor-
gia on the border with Chechnya. 
He served in an intelligence unit of 
the Georgian Army.

The other faction, identified 
as ICE’s Syrian branch, is led by a 
Chechen veteran who was once 
Omar al-Shishani’s second in com-
mand. His kunya, confusingly, is 
Salahuddin al-Shishani.

Omar al-Shishani is seen as one 
of the most dangerous jihadist 
commanders in the killing fields 
of Syria and Iraq. He was named 
commander of ISIS’s northern op-
erations in 2013 and led the blitz-
krieg offensive that stormed Mosul, 
Iraq’s second largest city, in June 
2014, routing an Iraq army force ten 
times its size.

According to Islamist websites, 
Shishani has vowed to return to 
Chechnya to unleash a new war 
against Putin’s regime.

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.

James Bruce

An undated TV image taken on January 23, 2015 from a propaganda video 
shows Russian Chechen jihadist Youssoup Nassoulkhanov making a 
statement in Syria.

Omar al-Shishani is 
seen as one of the 
most dangerous 
jihadist commanders

There are an 
estimated 4,000 
Chechens and other 
Caucasian jihadists 
fighting in Syria and 
Iraq
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Al Ma’wa: A shelter for smuggled, abused wild animals

Amman

N 

estled in a natural for-
est in northern Jordan, 
Al Ma’wa for Nature and 
Wildlife and the people 
who work there have a 

mission: to rescue and protect wild-
life, especially endangered species.
As visitors walk along a gravel path 
with trees and shrubs covering a 
steep hill, the roars of lions and ti-
gers can be heard, overshadowed 
by the maniacal giggle of a hyena 
sheltering from the scorching heat 
behind a dead tree trunk.

Arabic for “shelter”, Al Ma’wa 
was established in 2009 as a joint 
initiative between the Princess Alia 
Foundation, a non-profit organi-
sation named after and run by the 
eldest half-sister of Jordanian King 
Abdullah II, and Vier-Pfoten Inter-
national, an animal welfare institu-
tion based in Austria.

Al Ma’wa Executive Director 
Mahdi Quatrameez said Jordan’s 
rich biodiversity and its location at 
the crossroads in the Middle East 
makes it a target for illegal wild ani-
mals smuggling.

“Jordan is a vital transit bridge for 
transporting wildlife both legally 
and illegally between sources and 
markets,” Quatrameez explained. 
“Our role is to protect wildlife and 
endangered species and to preserve 
the forest and all flora and fauna on 
site, allowing for the preservation 
and conservation of the biodiver-
sity of the area.

“This is not an easy job at all as 
we encountered many cases where 
we had to intervene to rescue wild 
animals from abuse or smuggling in 

and through the kingdom.”
He noted that rescued animals 

are housed in Al Ma’wa in specific 
enclosures, where they are rehabili-
tated, with some released into the 
wild.

Wild animals are smuggled into 
Jordan from Africa on their way to 
Gulf Arab states. There, some rich 
families raise tigers, leopards, lions 

and even hyenas at farms or even 
their homes in residential areas.

Cheetahs top the list as the ani-
mal most wanted as pets or exotic 
additions to the lives of the rich 
who exchange the wild animals as 
precious gifts. Some use them in 
hunting.

Cheetahs, which can run as fast 
as 120 kilometres per hour, faster 

than any other land animal, are 
smuggled to the Gulf states by boat 
out of Somali regions to Yemen and 
across Yemeni borders by vehicle, 
according to a 2014 report by the 
Convention on International Trade 
in Endangered Species of Wild Fau-
na and Flora. The convention is an 
international agreement between 
governments that aims to ensure 
international trade in specimens of 
wild animals and plants does not 
imperil their survival.

From 1998-2002, 39 young chee-
tahs, identified primarily as origi-
nating from Somalia, were confis-
cated by customs officials at the 
UAE’s Sharjah International Air-
port, according to the report. In 
2014, Dubai Customs confiscated 
seven young cheetahs and trans-
ferred them to wildlife facilities.

Environmental protection agen-
cies and wildlife charities estimate 
that up to 350 million specimens 
are illegally bought and sold on the 
global black market each year.

According to the Coalition 
Against Wildlife Trafficking, a US-
based voluntary public-private 
coalition, wildlife trafficking — the 
illegal trade in wildlife and wildlife 
products — is a soaring black mar-
ket worth an estimated $10 billion 
a year.

Quatrameez said the number 
of animal smuggling cases varied 
from one year to another in Jordan.

“Sometimes, there are four to six 
cases within a few months only,” he 

said. “Most of the animals caught in 
smuggling are big cats and reptiles 
such as lions and tigers, snakes and 
tortoises and, in certain cases, dif-
ferent bird species.”

Few Jordanians know that Al 
Ma’wa shelters wild animals, 
which currently include 19 lions, 
two tigers, a bear, four hyenas, ten 
wolves, 12 vervet monkeys, a jack-
al, three foxes, a python and two 
crocodiles, Quatrameez said.

“Not many know that we’re part 
of saving the wild animals from 
smuggling or even death,” he said.

Al Ma’wa has two sanctuaries: 
New Hope Centre, established in 
2012 and has the confiscated ani-
mals, and Al Ma’wa Wildlife Sanc-
tuary on the outskirts of the Roman 
ruin city of Jerash, 40 kilometres 
north of Amman.

Al Ma’wa depends on donations 
and sponsorships to feed and tend 
to the animals, Quatrameez said, 
noting that it recently cooperated 
with authorities in caring for four 
lion cubs offered for sale on social 
media. A team of veterinaries and 
volunteers work tirelessly to care 
for the animals, he added.

“We have a group of dedicated 
individuals who work around 
the clock to make sure every-
thing is fine, as we have also visi-
tors — mainly some students from 
time to time — for education and 
awareness purposes,” Quatrameez  
said.

“We have big plans to support the 
animals and at the same time act as 
an educational institution for stu-
dents who are interested in know-
ing more about the wildlife.”

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

Voted the cutest lioness by the staff of Al Ma’wa for Nature and 
Wildlife. 

(Photo: Al Ma’wa for Nature and Wildlife)

Al Ma’wa depends 
on donations and 
sponsorships to feed 
and tend to the 
animals

Roufan Nahhas

The take-off of Abu Dhabi’s 
aviation biofuel initiative
Krishna Kumar

Dubai

A 

n experiment is unfold-
ing in the desert region 
of Abu Dhabi to advance 
the aviation industry’s 
commitment to sustain-

able business practices by develop-
ing technology with the promise of 
producing a clean, alternative fuel 
supply.

The world’s first bio-energy pilot 
plant is being constructed in Abu 
Dhabi’s seawater-irrigated “desert 
land” with the purpose of produc-
ing aviation biofuel, food and fer-
tiliser and helping preserve the 
environment, under the auspices 
of Masdar Institute of Science and 
Technology (MIST).

The project is led by the Sustaina-
ble Bioenergy Research Consortium 
(SBRC), a non-profit group set up in 
2011 by Abu Dhabi-based Etihad Air-
ways, Boeing and Honeywell UOP. 
They were later joined by Safran, 
General Electric and Abu Dhabi oil 
refining company Takreer.

SBRC Director Alejandro Rios 
Galvan said the project includes an 
Integrated Seawater Energy and Ag-
riculture System (ISEAS), “which is 
a closed-loop system that addresses 
all three points of the water-food-
energy nexus”.

“The system starts with aquacul-
ture units that use seawater to raise 
shrimp and fish. The waste pro-
duced by the fish and shrimp then 

serves as a fertiliser that promotes 
the growth of a halophyte plant spe-
cies called Salicornia,” he said.

“The hardy plant, which thrives 
in deserts, does not require fertile 
soil and can be irrigated with seawa-
ter to produce crops with enough oil 
and sugar content to be turned into 
biofuels and biochemicals.

“The remaining nutrients from 
the agriculture process are then di-
verted into mangrove forests, which 
eliminate nutrients and waste from 
the food production while also play-
ing two other valuable roles in the 
marine ecosystem as nurseries for 
young fish and as carbon scrubbers 
from the atmosphere.”

ISEAS, then, intends to have five 
positive outcomes, Galvan said.

“It will provide sustainable food 
in the form of fish and shrimp, pro-
duce renewable energy in the form 
of jet biofuels, bioethanol, biogas 
and green diesel from oil-rich na-
tive plants; is a source of valuable 
export products in the form of bio-
chemicals and will contribute to a 
healthier environment in the form 
of enriched mangroves,” he said.

“Furthermore, it will do all of this 
without taking away from the coun-
try’s limited stock of freshwater re-
sources or farmland.”

Initial research effort to produce 
biofuel was undertaken in the Unit-
ed States by the University of Arizo-
na in the 1970s and into the 1990s. 
It was not a concentrated effort and 
ended due to lack of resources.

Studies have shown that sustain-
ably produced aviation biofuel re-
duces carbon emissions by 50-80% 
through its lifecycle. More than 
1,600 flights in the United States 
and Europe by more than 20 air-
lines, including Etihad Airlines, 
have used sustainable aviation bio-
fuel blended with conventional pe-
troleum fuel on commercial flights 
since renewable jet fuel was ap-
proved for commercial use in 2011.

James Hogan, president and chief 
executive officer of Etihad Airways, 
said the company “has a crucial role 
in helping Abu Dhabi diversify its 
economy”.

“One way we will achieve this is 
by supporting the development of 
sustainable, carbon-neutral and 
commercially viable aviation fuels. 
This pilot project will help clarify 
this system as a viable option for the 
future,” Hogan said in a release at 
the launch of the plant’s construc-
tion in June.

The announcement of the pilot 
plant was made in January 2015 dur-
ing Abu Dhabi Sustainability Week, 
the Middle East’s largest gathering 
of international leaders in the field, 
hosted by Masdar, to address the in-
terconnected challenges of energy 
and water security, climate risk and 
sustainable development.

According to Masdar officials, 
the programme is highly relevant 
to Abu Dhabi, given its location 
with easy access to seawater and a 
climate conducive to saline agricul-
ture. They are confident that the 
“path breaking” project would have 
implications for not only the UAE 
and similar arid coastline regions 
around the world, but also for the 
aviation sector’s goal of reducing 
carbon emissions.

The project also ties in with Mas-
dar Institute’s goal to become a 
world-class, research-driven, grad-
uate-level university, focusing on 
advanced energy and sustainable 
technologies.

According to Galvan, the goal of 
the project is to demonstrate that 
an integrated bioenergy process is 

a commercially viable and sustaina-
ble system with respect to essential 
food and fuel production, suitable 
land use, reduced carbon emissions 
and wastewater cleanup.

“The idea is to operate the pilot 
plant for at least three years to un-
derstand the different variables at 
play,” he said. “The next step will 
be to scale it up from the present 
pilot facility to a demo scale facility 
and then to commercial scale opera-
tions around ten years from now.”

In his address at the Abu Dhabi 
Sustainability Week, Masdar CEO 
Ahmad Belhoul stressed that “bio-

energy research will continue to be 
a key area of focus for Masdar and 
will help to position the UAE as one 
that incubates and exports knowl-
edge”.

When one considers that about 
20% of the world’s land is desert 
and 97% of the world’s water is salt 
water, this approach may overcome 
a land and water resource scarcity 
problem by creating a bioenergy so-
lution applicable in countries across 
the globe.

Krishna Kumar is a Dubai-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Measuring the growth of the halophyte plant species called
Salicornia.

Sustainably 
produced aviation 
biofuel reduces 
carbon emissions by 
50-80% through its 
lifecycle

The system starts 
with aquaculture 
units that use 
seawater to raise 
shrimp and fish



18 September 25, 2015

Economy

Beirut

R 

ussia’s military involve-
ment in Syria seems to 
have a hidden economic 
agenda, especially in 
terms of the Mediter-

ranean country’s offshore oil and 
gas reserves but, considering the 
Syrian civil war, Moscow’s invest-
ment plans need to wait and focus 
on coastal, predominantly Alawite 
areas.

Russian investments in Syria 
amount to $19 billion, the Damas-
cus Chamber of Commerce said in 
2011. The figure is widely believed 
to have increased by $1 billion since 
2011, the year the Syrian uprising 
against President Bashar Assad’s re-
gime started before quickly turning 
into a war.

The investments focus on land oil 
and gas projects, although the war 
has slowed Syrian plans to develop 
offshore reserves.

Syrian Foreign Minister Walid 
Muallem said September 17th that 
Russia had stepped up supplies of 
weapons and ammunition to the 
Syrian Army. He told state televi-

sion the Syrian government would 
be prepared to ask Russian forces to 
fight alongside its troops if needed, 
though he said there were no such 
soldiers there yet.

The Russian government the 
same day said its military support 
for Damascus was to help the Syrian 
Army fighting terrorism, safeguard-
ing Syrian statehood and preventing 
a “total catastrophe” in the region. 
Washington, which wants Assad 
gone from power, said it believes 
Russia is undertaking a significant 
military build-up that could exacer-
bate the war but noted it would not 
mind seeing Russia join the inter-
national alliance fighting terrorist 
Islamist militants in Syria.

The Syrian port city of Tartus 
hosts a Soviet-era naval supply and 
maintenance base, under a 1971 bi-
lateral agreement. Since Russia for-
gave Syria of $9.8 billion of its $13.4 
billion Soviet-era debt and became 
its main arms supplier, Russia and 
Syria have conducted talks about 

enlarging the base. Since 2009, Rus-
sia has been renovating the Tartus 
naval base to allow access for larger 
vessels.

Estimates that Russia invests 
$20 billion in Syria seem too far-
fetched, according to Jihad Yazigi, 
a Beirut-based Syrian writer on his 
homeland’s economic and political 
affairs. 

“Russian investments in Syria are 
generally weak, although the two 
countries enjoy good bilateral trade, 
which amounted to $1.1 billion in 
2010,” said Yazigi, editor-in-chief of 
the Syria Report.

Otherwise, Russian investments 
in Syria focus on gas and oil. In De-
cember 2011, Damascus signed a 
major oil and gas deal with Russian 
company Soyuzneftegaz allowing 
for offshore drilling, development 
and production in Syria’s territo-
rial waters for the first time, he said. 
The deal permits the exploration of 
2,190 square kilometres in the Medi-
terranean. Soyuzneftegaz will cover 
the costs, which are estimated at 
about $90 million.

Another example is the $27 mil-
lion investment by Russia’s Tat-
neft in oil wells in eastern Syria, 
which the Islamic State (ISIS) has 
captured. The Russian regional oil 

company, whose production base is 
in Tatarstan, has a production-shar-
ing agreement with Syria’s state-
owned General Petroleum Corpora-
tion, which is on a European Union 
blacklist under a sanctions regime 
aimed at isolating Assad. Tatneft 
had halted operations in 2011.

Syria possessed 2.5 billion bar-
rels of crude oil as of January 2013, 
which makes it the largest proved 
reserve of crude oil in the eastern 
Mediterranean, according to Oil & 
Gas Journal estimates. In 2010, the 
US Geological Survey predicted that 
as much as 1.7 billion barrels and 
122 trillion cubic feet of natural gas 
could be recovered.

“There were talks for building 
a $100 million hotel by a Russian 
company in Latakia, but not much 
progress has been reported due to 
the war,” Yazigi said. “Meanwhile, 
you do not see Russian investments 
in banks, real estate or industry, for 
example; Russian companies that 

invest abroad usually do so in en-
ergy projects.”

Yazigi warned that Russia, which 
is under Western sanctions due to 
its involvement in the Ukraine con-
flict, might not be capable of giving 
economic help to Assad’s regime. 
In July, Syria accepted a $1 billion 
credit line from Iran, he recalled. 
“It came on the heels of Russia’s re-
jection to do the same, almost cer-
tainly due to Russia’s own economic 
woes.” Russia’s economic ambitions 
in Syria seem poised to await better 
circumstances but, in any event, the 
ambitions are not likely to exceed 
the coastal strip, which is domi-
nated by Assad’s Alawite minority 
confession.

“In an interview conducted with 
him by Syria’s quasi-official daily Al-
Watan on September 14th, the com-
mercial attaché at the Russian Em-
bassy in Damascus, Igor Matviev, 
talked about many things, including 
plans for building a ‘village’ for Rus-
sian exports in Latakia,” Yazigi said. 

“It was interesting that he men-
tioned Damascus once and Latakia 
ten times. It is up to you to judge 
what this would mean.”

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

Russia’s economic agenda in Syria

Abdel-Rahman Ayas

Will have to wait. A 2013 file picture shows oil pumpjacks at the Rumeilan oilfield, Qamishli province.

Russia forgave 
Syria of $9.8 billion 
of its $13.4 billion 
Soviet-era debt

Russia’s economic 
ambitions in Syria 
are not likely to 
exceed the coastal 
strip

Oil giant Saudi Aramco appoints new CEO
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

A
min Nasser has been ap-
pointed president and 
chief executive officer 
of Saudi Aramco, the 
world’s biggest energy 

company, in a widely expected 
move by the Dhahran-based com-
pany’s Supreme Council.

“Amin is a team player and a vi-
sionary. With his appointment the 
company is in a better position to 
refocus on upstream objectives,” 
Sadad al-Husseini, a former top ex-
ecutive at Saudi Aramco told Reu-
ters.

According to his official profile, 
Amin Nasser joined Saudi Aramco 
in 1982 after graduating from the 
King Fahd University of Petroleum 
and Minerals in Dhahran with a 
bachelor’s degree in petroleum en-
gineering.

After holding various positions, 
in May 2005 he was named execu-
tive director of Petroleum Engi-
neering and Development. In Au-
gust 2007 he was appointed acting 
business-line head of Exploration 
and Producing and within a year be-

came senior vice-president of that 
department. He is the fourth Saudi 
national to head Aramco.

According to an Aramco state-
ment, the decision to promote 
Nasser to CEO was made September 
17th at the first official meeting of 
the Supreme Council, a body cre-
ated by Saudi King Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz Al Saud in May and led by 
Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed 

bin Salman bin Abdulaziz.
“Our continued success lies in 

carrying forward the firm founda-
tions established by my predeces-
sors and in the vast knowledge and 
capabilities of our employees who 
have enabled the company to make 
tremendous progress over the past 
eight decades,” Nasser said in a 
company release. “I am privileged 
to lead a remarkably talented team, 

whose skills and support will be so 
crucial to address the challenges of 
the future.”

The council also endorsed a five-
year business plan and a capital-
spending programme but did not 
provide details in its statement.

The appointment of Nasser comes 
at challenging time for Aramco and 
the oil industry, as producers have 
had to significantly cut back spend-
ing because of falling oil prices.

In an interview in March, Nasser 
said the oil industry could scrap or 
delay $1 trillion worth of projects 
but he also warned that extreme 
cuts within the industry could lead 
to shortages in talent and the devel-
opment of technology in the future.

“We have seen how that approach 
to a spending crunch plays out. The 
reduced investment in technology 
and talent that characterised the 
1980s and early 1990s should re-
mind us that repercussions can be 
lasting,” Nasser said in March.

Saudi Aramco has crude reserves 
of 265 billion barrels, more than 
15% of all global oil deposits. It pro-
duces more than 10 million barrels 
per day, three times as much as the 
world’s largest listed oil company, 
ExxonMobil, and its reserves are 
more than ten times larger.

If Aramco were to go public, it 
would probably become the first 
company to be valued at more than 
$1 trillion.

Saudi Arabia has been trying to 
diversify its economy and lessen its 
dependency on oil-based revenues 
and, because of the rising domestic 
consumption of crude oil used for 
generating electricity, the govern-
ment has ventured into exploring 
alternative sources of power.

The energy sector is the backbone 
of the Saudi economy; however in 
the last year, global oil prices have 
fallen to about $49 a barrel, a stark 
contrast to June 2014 when prices 
peaked at $115 dollars a barrel.

The International Monetary Fund 
predicts that because of falling oil 
prices, Gulf Cooperation Council 
countries will lose an estimated 
$380 billion in export revenues.

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

Saudi Aramco has 
crude reserves of 
265 billion barrels, 
more than 15% of all 
global oil deposits

Saudi Aramco oil facility in Dammam city, 450 km east of the 
Saudi capital Riyadh.
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Libyans capture
Russia-flagged 
tanker smuggling 
oil

Morocco phosphate 
exporter posts  
jump in profit

Kuwait revenues 
drop by nearly half

Tunisia 
government 
agrees to wage 
hikes

Briefs

Military forces allied with Lib-
ya’s self-declared government in 
Tripoli said they captured a Rus-
sian-flagged oil tanker and its crew 
trying to smuggle oil from Zawara. 
Twafik Alskir, a senior official with 
Tripoli-allied naval forces said 11 
Russian crew had been detained 
and the tanker taken to Tripoli 
port. Libya is caught up in a conflict 
between two rival governments 
— one internationally recognised 
and the other self-declared after its 
forces took over Tripoli in 2014.

The rival governments each 
claim to be the legitimate authority 
for the state-run National Oil Cor-
poration.
(Reuters)

Morocco’s Office Chérifien des 
Phosphates (OCP), the world’s larg-
est phosphate exporter, posted 
a 66% jump in net profit for the 
first half, helped by the impact of 
a strong US dollar. The jump in net 
profit, to $416.5 million, was also 
due to increased output, the com-
pany said. 

State-run OCP, a major earner of 
foreign currency for Morocco, has 
been raising output in recent years 
to help offset a slide in prices. The 
company aims to raise output to 47 
million tonnes of crude phosphate 
rock in 2017, from around 30 mil-
lion tonnes in the last few years. It 
said fertiliser production will hit 10 
million tonnes in 2017.
(Reuters)

Kuwait said its government rev-
enues had dropped by nearly half 
since April as oil-rich Gulf states suf-
fer from the slump in crude prices. 
Kuwait and its Gulf neighbours are 
having to deal with oil prices that 
have dropped by more than half 
in a year to less than $50 a barrel. 
In the first figures released in its 
fiscal year, which started in April, 
Kuwait’s Finance Ministry said rev-
enues dropped 42.5% in the first 
five months to $24.2 billion. 

Kuwait is projecting a deficit of 
$23 billion in this fiscal year after 
posting a budget surplus in each of 
the past 16 years thanks to high oil 
prices.
(Agence France-Presse)

Tunisia’s government and the 
main labour union have reached an 
agreement to increase the wages 
of 800,000 public sector workers 
for the second time this year after 
weeks of negotiations, officials said 
on September 22nd. 

Tunisia is under pressure from 
international lenders to reduce 
public spending and cut the deficit 
to help economic growth, especial-
ly after two militant attacks badly 
hurt its vital tourism industry. 
(Reuters)

Dubai’s Halal 
Cluster aims to 
increase market 
share
Dubai

D 

ubai Industrial City, one 
of the largest specialised 
industrial hubs in the 
United Arab Emirates, 
has launched a special 

cluster dedicated to halal prod-
ucts, a move aimed at driving the 
growth of the food, cosmetics and 
personal care sectors, compliant 
with requirements of many Muslim 
consumers.

“The creation of the Halal Clus-
ter falls in line with the strategic vi-
sion of Dubai to become the capital 
of Islamic economy,” Abdulla Bel-
Houl, managing director of Dubai 
Industrial City, said in an interview 
with The Arab Weekly.

“Our offerings provide integrat-
ed solutions and an enabling en-
vironment for the halal industry, 
addressing its needs and require-
ments.”

Covering 622,450 square metres, 
the Halal Cluster offers a specific 
set of products for investors, in-
cluding a fully separated industrial 
block to facilitate business, Bel-
Houl explained.

“This is complemented by the In-
dustrial City’s general offerings like 
logistical support, accommodation 
and ready to use warehouses and 
showrooms, thereby providing an 
enabling environment to business 
partners,” he added.

Dubai Industrial City, which en-
compasses 52.03 million square 
metres, is next to Al Maktoum In-
ternational Airport and is close to 
Jebel Ali Port, providing easy ac-
cess to transportation points via 
road, air and sea.

According to a Dubai Industrial 

City market analysis, the halal-
compliant market of products is 
growing globally, with Muslim 
consumers spending more than $1 
trillion on food and more than $26 
billion on cosmetics and personal 
care every year. The analysis also 
found that expenditures within the 
markets were expected to increase 
to $1.6 trillion and $39 billion, re-
spectively, by 2018.

BelHoul contends that the crea-
tion of the cluster “is aimed at 
opening up many opportunities for 
the involvement of halal-oriented 
businesses and the diversification 
of halal products”.

The Middle East’s large Muslim 
population makes it an attractive 
destination for halal industries. 
The food market witnessed an es-
timated $85 billion expenditure 
solely in Gulf Cooperation Council 
countries and $237 billion in the 
other Middle Eastern nations in 
2014, BelHoul said.

Businesses certified to be com-
plying with Islamic requirements 
will inevitably boost the attractive-
ness of their products or service to 
Muslim consumers, whose popula-
tion stands as the second-largest 
worldwide and is projected to in-
creasingly claim a bigger share of 
the world’s consumer spending, 
according to Euromonitor Interna-
tional, a London-based market in-
telligence firm.

The UAE’s plans include attract-
ing more companies to the cluster, 
educating businesses about the 
national halal mark and promot-
ing these efforts through a strate-
gic partnership with the Emirates 
Authority for Standardisation and 
Metrology (Esma).

BelHoul said the agreement with 
Esma set out a framework for the 
preparation and sustained imple-

mentation of an awareness cam-
paign with respect to the national 
brand of halal in the region.

“Esma and Dubai Industrial City 
will work together to reach out and 
familiarise all relevant manufac-
turing firms in the UAE with the 
halal mark in addition to raising 
awareness about the process need-
ed to obtain such a designation,” 
BelHoul said.

“As the market experiences 
growth in the upcoming years, it is 
important for businesses, specifi-
cally in this region, to adapt and be 
aware of these rising opportunities 
in order to get involved,” he added.

In October 2014, Esma rolled out 
the mandatory UAE standard for 
the halal mark.  According to the 
regulation, the halal certificate is 
a document guaranteeing that the 
product, service or their respec-
tive schemes are compliant with 
sharia.

This includes certificates for 

halal slaughtering and halal es-
tablishments, such as farms and 
slaughterhouses, as well as halal 
certificates of raw food materials, 
food additives, ingredients with 
meat derivatives, extracts, as well 
as animal smells, gelatin, fats, oils 
and their derivatives.

Prapti Rai, quality manager for 
Barakat Quality Plus, a leading 
manufacturer of fresh fruit and 
vegetable products, noted that the 
halal certificate was not just about 
the product but a guarantor of a 
whole process, including hygiene.

Dubai is eyeing the title of 
“Capital of Islamic Economy”, as  
stated by Environment and Water 
Minister Rashid Ahmed bin Fahad, 
who is also Esma chairman.

“The UAE scheme for halal prod-
ucts is the first of its kind at the 
Arab and Gulf levels and supports 
a strategic initiative for developing 
the Islamic economy sector,” bin 
Fahad said in a recent declaration.

Abdulla BelHoul of Dubai Industrial City.

Krishna Kumar

Cold storage inside the Dubai Industrial City facilities.Food company operating in the Halal Cluster.

The creation of the 
Halal Cluster falls in 
line with the 
strategic vision of 
Dubai to become the 
capital of Islamic 
economy

The food market 
witnessed an 
estimated $85 
billion expenditure 
solely in Gulf 
Cooperation Council 
countries
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Eid al-Adha 
celebrated 
differently by
Druze, Alawites

Moroccans buying sheep online

Beirut

I 

t is called the “Greater Eid“, 
compared to the other major 
Islamic feast, Eid al-Fitr , which 
marks the end of the fasting 
month of Ramadan. Eid al-Ad-

ha, or the Feast of Sacrifice, com-
memorating Abraham’s willingness 
to follow God’s command to sac-
rifice his son Ishmael, is observed 
unanimously by Muslims as well as 
adherents to offshoot sects of Islam, 
including the Druze and Alawite.

While for Sunni and Shia Muslims, 
pilgrimage to Mecca constitutes the 
apogee leading up to the Eid, the 
minority Druze community spread 
out in Lebanon, Syria and the Pales-
tinian Territories, sees the ten days 
preceding the feast, referred to as 
the “nights of Ashour”, as a time for 

meditation and contemplation.
“Eid al-Adha is about sacrifice, 

tolerance and acceptance,” said 
Sheikh Sami Abilmona, a religious 
Druze authority in Lebanon. “It is a 
time when man comes face to face 
with the futility of material life. It is 
a time for giving up earthly pleas-
ures, the lust for money and mate-
rial desires and anything that could 
prevent him from achieving his hu-
manity.”

Although Eid al-Adha is linked to 
pilgrimage to Mecca, one of the five 
pillars of Islam, the Druze belief sys-
tem does not include a mandatory 
obligation to fulfill the journey to 
the holy place. Abilmona explained 
that this religious duty, though it 
stands for the community, is inter-
preted and implemented in a differ-
ent way.

“The haj (pilgrimage) is a quest of 
travel in order to be closer to the Cre-
ator. In that, we understand that haj 
is a continuous struggle and quest 
to be closer to God’s image and to 
achieve one’s own humanity, which 
is the ultimate happiness. And Eid is 
a manifestation of this happiness, or 
the culmination of this quest,” Abil-
mona told The Arab Weekly.

Instead of haj, the Druze attach 
a special importance to the Ashour 
nights, during which they fast and 

say prayers daily at the majlis, their 
equivalent of a mosque. “It has be-
come a tradition that during those 
days, there is a continuous spiritual 
exercise to show tolerance, char-
ity, patience and mercy,” the Druze 
sheikh said, stressing that Ashour 
nights is a means to reach the goal of 
abiding by God’s rule. Haj is another 
means to achieve that goal.

The Alawite community, present 
in small numbers in Lebanon, Syria 
and Turkey, is more discreet in cel-
ebrating Eid al-Adha. “Other sects 
accuse us of not celebrating Eid al-
Adha because we have few pilgrims 

who go to Mecca, but this is not true. 
We do observe the Eid like others, 
though our customs are somehow 
different,” explained Syrian Alawite 
cleric Sheikh Mahmoud al-Hamed.

He said, while Muslims have “Eid 
prayers” at the mosque on the first 
day of the feast, the Alawites say 
their prayers at home.

“Eid day begins with a visit to the 
cemetery to pray at the tombs of the 
deceased, followed by a big fam-
ily meal then visits to relatives and 
friends and donation of food and 
gifts,” Hamed said.

Part of Alawite traditions is to 
have families or groups of families 
purchase an animal, usually a goat 
or sheep, to sacrifice. Sunnis and 
Shias prefer to offer their sacrifices 
individually, a ritual representing 
the animal that Abraham sacrificed 
in the place of his son.

According to Ghazi Sleiman, a 
Syrian expert in ethnic affairs, the 
differences of Eid rituals among Ala-
wites is not dictated by the religion 
but rather by history.

“The lack of prayer places in Ala-
wite-inhabited regions, made them 
compensate for that by holding Eid 
prayers at home and making sacri-
fices in a collective way and this has 
become a rooted tradition,” Sleiman 
said.

“The suppression to which they 
had been subjected under Ottoman 
rule in the 19th century, prompted 
the Alawite community to practice 

their religious rituals secretly, which 
explains their present discretion,” 
he added.

While religious rituals differed, 
traditions and customs are largely 
shared. Eid al-Adha is a time to cel-
ebrate, to get together with family 
and friends, to buy and to share food 
and presents.

Being the only religious feast for 
the Druze community, Eid al-Adha 
is marked by the tradition of mak-
ing Kaak el Eid, a special biscuit pre-
pared for the occasion. “It is a yearly 
treat that is appreciated by all, the 
adults and children, the poor and 
the rich, and we all look forward to 
it,” said Leila Salha, a Lebanese Dru-
ze woman.

But for Syria’s Muslims, Druze and 
Alawites, this Eid is not expected to 
bring joy amid an escalating con-
flict ravaging the country for a fifth 
straight year.

“There won’t be any Eid cel-
ebration in Sweida this year, where 
commemoration will be limited to 
prayers and increasing assistance 
to the needy families,” said Syrian 
Druze cleric Moin Ammatouri.

He lamented that the Eid will 
rather be a “time for mourning” in 
the southern Syrian province where 
more than 40 people were killed, 
including prominent Druze cleric 
Sheikh Wahid Balhous in car-bomb 
attacks in September.

In a region where several coun-
tries are engulfed by conflict and 
turmoil, many Muslims have little 
or nothing to celebrate. In Yemen, 
Syria, Iraq and Libya, the Eid will be 
another day of survival.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society sections 
editor.
Khalil Hamlo in Damascus 
contributed to this report.

Casablanca 

W 

ith the approach 
of the Eid al-Adha, 
more Moroccans 
are choosing to go 
online to find qual-

ity sheep at decent prices for the 
Muslim feast of sacrifice and avoid 
the hassle of markets and middle-
men who often inflate prices.

Mohammed Siti, the founder 
of alhawli.ma, has seen sales soar 
since he created the website seven 
years ago. 

He said the idea came to him 
when he thought about people 
who wanted to buy a sheep, but 
wanted to avoid local markets.

Siti, a computer science engi-
neer who has lived in the United 
States for 20 years, had already 

sold about 200 sheep the week be-
fore the Eid.

Sheep prices on alhawli.ma are 
between $200 and $447, depend-
ing on the animal’s breed, weight 
and age. 

Once the financial transaction 
is done, customers pick up their 
sheep from an address given by 
the website on the eve of the Eid.

The Sardi.ma website is a bit 
more sophisticated and sells a spe-
cific breed of sheep called sardi 
with an emphasis on organic feed-

ing. The website offers 150 sheep 
for prices ranging $200-$650. The 
firm charges a fee for the delivery 
with costs varying depending on 
the region.

Despite these successes, online 
sheep businesses are still far from 
winning every Moroccan’s heart.

Ahmed Khelloufi, a 65-year-old 
businessman, said he is not con-
vinced by these websites.

“I cannot trust these websites 
because I have to check the sheep 
before buying it,” Khelloufi said.

Restaurant owner Rachid Nadire 
agreed. He said the fun of Eid al-
Adha “is the atmosphere it gener-
ates in the markets and neighbour-
hoods”.

“If we want to keep this religious 
festivity going, our children need 
to learn a great deal about it by ac-
companying us to the vendors and 
learning how to check the sheep to 
choose the best,” Nadire said.

Samar Kadi

Lebanese Druze sheikhs stand in the courtyard of the shrine of the Prophet Ayub in the mountainous 
village of Niha south-east of Beirut on April 30, 2014

Lebanese Druze pilgrims visit the shrine of the Prophet Ayub.

The minority Druze 
community sees the 
ten days preceding 
the feast as a time 
for meditation and 
contemplation

For Syria’s Muslims, 
Druze and Alawites, 
this Eid is not 
expected to bring 
joy amid an 
escalating conflict

Eid al-Adha

Saad Guerraoui

Moroccans are 
choosing to go 
online to find 
quality sheep at 
decent prices for the 
Muslim feast of 
sacrifice

Moroccans buy a sheep in preparation of Eid al-Adha in Marrakech.
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Parents struggle with education in Lebanon, Jordan

Beirut

A 

s back-to-school season 
kicks off in September, 
many students are ex-
cited to return to class 
and reunite with school-

mates after a long summer vaca-
tion. But parents are not as excited. 
For them, “back to school” means 
tapping into savings to pay for tui-
tion, books, uniforms and transpor-
tation, costs that soar almost every 
year.

“I have two children. Their tuition 
costs $4,500 per year for each,” said 
Kamal Badran, an IT operator. “This 
year, the school increased tuition by 
20% and even prices of books have 
gone up.”

Like the majority of Lebanese 
parents, Badran sends his children 
to private school. “I was educated 
in public schools but, although the 
curricula is the same, you don’t 
have as many good teachers and a 
serious follow-up of students, so I 
decided to send my children to pri-
vate schools,” he said.

Badran’s eldest daughter is in 
ninth grade and he had to pay about 
$800 for her books only, excluding 
stationery. “They keep changing 
textbooks every year, which means 
that my younger daughter cannot 
use her sister’s books…This is har-
am (sinful). We save all year long 
to be able to send them to a decent 
school.”

However, for the 190,000 Leba-
nese students getting basic educa-
tion in public schools, the burden 
is alleviated, largely due to the Syr-
ian crisis and the influx of refugee 
school-age children.

“The Ministry of Education, with 
support from UN agencies and 
the international community, has 
launched a campaign under the title 
of RACE, acronym for Reaching All 
Children with Education, which is a 
three-year project aimed at securing 
the right of Syrian refugee children 
to education and, at the same time, 
it benefited Lebanese students,” 
said Sonia Khoury, a ministry offi-
cial in charge of the programme.

Under the project, more Syrian 
children, who make up almost 50% 
of the refugee population in Leba-
non, will have free access to pub-

lic education. “Last year, we had 
106,000 Syrian students enrolled 
in public schools and divided be-
tween morning and afternoon 
shifts. This year, our target is to 
have 200,000, among a total num-
ber of 400,000 refugees,” Khoury 
said. Free education is being of-
fered from first grade through 
ninth grade, she noted. “The Syr-
ian students will also get free text-
books, supplies and stationery and 
we have asked donors that Leba-
nese students in public schools be 
treated the same way.”

“In addition to that, the symbol-
ic fee of 60,000 Lebanese pounds 
($40), which is paid by Lebanese 
students to the school fund, has 
been covered under the pro-
gramme. That means, no burden 
of tuition or textbooks or fees,” 
Khoury explained.

During a recent visit to Leba-
non, British Prime Minister David 
Cameron pledged to increase his 
country’s aid to the country by 
more than $15 million for three 

consecutive years, to beef up its 
capacity to cater for education to 
Syrian refugees. In Cairo, the Faga-
la stationery market turns into the 
“Mecca” of parents with school 
children in the days that precede 
the beginning of every academic 
year. Crowds of mothers and fa-
thers converge on the downtown 
Cairo market, which boasts many 
stationery shops.

This year, however, a significant 
rise in the US dollar exchange rate 
is rendering the mostly imported 
stationery items very expensive 
for average bread winners.

“There is a noticeable rise in 
the prices of all items,” said Amr 
Saber, a minivan driver and the fa-
ther of two children. Saber held a 
long list of items — pens, pencils, 
paper, envelopes, notebooks and 
school bags — he needed to buy for 
his children. “I really do not know 
what to do,” he said.

He said he had been preparing 
for months for the start of the aca-
demic year, adding: “School fees 

rise every year and I do not know 
how I will be able to pay.”

Millions of Egyptian students are 
set to return to their classrooms 
and parents such as Tamer Hosni, 
a civil servant, are feeling the heat.

“I have paid 7,000 pounds 
(roughly $850) in school fees for 
my two children so far,” he said. 
“This is not to mention the other 
needs for school entry, which have 
turned into a real burden.”

Jordanian parents are as stressed 
as in Egypt and Lebanon, com-
plaining of heavier expenses as 
schools opened a few days before 
the Muslim feast of Eid al-Adha.

“It started with summer outings, 
then a vacation on the beach, then 

Ramadan and the fasting, then 
school fees, textbooks and back-
packs and now it’s the other Eid,” 
said Amman bank teller Adham 
Nseirat, 45, a father of four.

“It’s unending and I can’t wait 
until all this is over somehow.”

Amman clothing shop owner 
Mahmoud Natsheh, 52, the father 
of five, said he was barely able to 
make ends meet.

“I’m spending more than I earn, 
exhausting all my savings,” he said.

In Jordan’s Palestinian refu-
gee camps, which host some 70 
schools run by the United Nations, 
parents also complained of extra 
costs.

“Although we don’t pay for 
school tuition and textbooks, my 
nine children need money to buy 
stationery and handbags, which I 
can’t afford,” said 59-year-old car-
penter Mohammed Saad.

Jamal J. Halaby in Amman and  
Amr Emam in Cairo contributed to 
this report.

Back to school

Syrian refugee students at class in a UNICEF school, on September 22nd.

Jordanian parents 
are as stressed as in 
Egypt and Lebanon

“Back to school” 
means tapping into 
savings to pay for 
tuition, books, 
uniforms and 
transportation

Going back to school a challenge to Tunisian families

Tunis

A 

s more than 2 million Tu-
nisian schoolchildren go 
back to school, many par-
ents complain that with 
the new academic year 

coming so close to the Eid al-Adha 
religious holiday, it is leading to ex-
penses they cannot afford.

Although education has been free 
in Tunisia since independence in 
1956, books and supplies are expen-
sive, especially for low-income fami-
lies. According to figures released by 
a local consumer institute, together 
Tunisians spend about $100 million 
a year on school books and supplies.

“After the summer and the ex-
penses of the holidays and the Eid, 
we are struggling to make ends meet. 
Today, everything is expensive,” said 
Ahmed Makni, a civil servant and fa-
ther of three.

Some 2 million Tunisian school-
children, including about 1 million in 
primary school, have recently start-
ed a new academic year, while Eid 
al-Adha is due on September 24th. 
Students at universities and colleges 

are due to return after Eid.
What makes the situation more 

expensive is that the majority of 
parents are not satisfied with the 
education their children get in pub-
lic schools so they resort to private 
schools and after-class tutors.

Another expense is school uni-
forms. Male students at secondary 
public schools are required this year, 
for the first time, to wear uniforms, 
a symbolic attempt at instilling in 
young students a sense of discipline 
and further establishing gender 
equality. Previously, only female 
students were required to wear uni-
forms.

But with the use of drugs and 
other forms of juvenile delinquency 
prevalent, more will need to be done 
besides requiring uniforms.

Teachers’ strikes add to the dis-
quiet of parents. Primary school 
teachers went on strike a few days 
into the academic year. After months 
of teacher strikes in 2014, union de-

mands were supposed to have been 
met by the government.

The most pervasive complaint 
among parents has to do with what 
they see as the deteriorating level of 
education. Everyone agrees on the 
need for change.

“The curriculum needs to be re-
formed,” said Olfa Youssef, a promi-
nent intellectual and university pro-
fessor. “The educational system is at 
a critical stage. Our universities rank 
low internationally. The standards 
are falling compared to previous 
years. Some of the teachers recruit-
ed are not even qualified.”

“The reforms require a serious 
plan, one of a long-term with a clear 
vision… It can’t be done over a year 
or two. It should span at least the 
next 20 years,” she said.

A national dialogue on reform in 
the field of education was launched 
in 2014 to hear the views of pupils 
and teachers about what changes 
need to be introduced. Educational 
reform, however, is a generational 
challenge that has barely started to 
be met.

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

Tunisians spend 
about $100 million a 
year on school books 
and supplies

Roua Khlifi

Samar Kadi
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ia Batal has never been 
to Tiret Haifa where her 
parents were born. “I 
didn’t have the neces-
sary permit,” she says in 

a matter-of-fact tone that reflects 

the harsh reality for Palestinians 
wanting to go back to their roots.

She said she has been to the Pal-
estinian territories once and hopes 
to go back again. “It should be eas-
ier now that I have a British pass-
port,” she said.

Palestine is a recurring theme in 
Batal’s art. “It is very much about 
belonging to a certain place and 
staying true to who you are and 

where you came from. Different 
pieces of my work talk about this,” 
she explained as she introduced 
her latest exhibition Tracing Land-
scapes, which opened in London’s 
Mosaic Rooms in September.

One of the pieces, a large display 
of calligraphy based on the saying 
of Palestinian poet Mahmoud Dar-
wish: “Be true to yourself wherever 
you are”, has attracted the interest 
of the organisers of the London 
Design Festival who sought Batal’s 
participation in the Mosaic Rooms 
exhibition, one of the venues men-
tioned in the festival’s catalogue as 
a destination promoting the city’s 
creativity.

Tracing Landscapes is an exhi-
bition of letters and words, Batal 
said.

“The first piece I started working 
on for the show was a print based 
on the names of towns and villages 
in pre-1948 Palestine. As this work 
progressed, and I started working 
on other pieces, it became clear 
that what I was doing was literally 
tracing over landscapes that have 
been altered, including people, 
narratives and places,” she said

One of the main pieces is an in-
stallation entitled Playing on the 
Beach is a Dangerous Course. It is 
an attempt to create an ephemeral 
memorial for children killed in the 
Israeli military offensive against 
Gaza in 2104. Batal uses the names 
of 30 children, embroidered on 
sheer fabric, to create a “mourning 
space”.

“It was not just a matter of creat-
ing a memorial. I am hoping to edu-
cate and hopefully mobilise people 
to do something (about the Israeli 
aggression against the Palestin-
ians),” the young artist explained.

Although not all her art is politi-
cised, this particular showcase was 
meant to raise political awareness. 
“It is about making a statement,” 
Batal said. 

“I do not live in Palestine be-
cause I am not allowed to. This in 
itself makes me want to make a 
statement about it.”

Batal wanted exhibition visitors 
to make a statement about places 

they hold dear and has a creative 
space on one of the walls with each 
letter from the Arabic alphabet. 
Pencils have been left on a small ta-
ble next to the wall, which is 
slowly being filled with 
the names of towns 
and cities across the 
world correspond-
ing to the letters: 
Asmara and 
Brighton and, 
interestingly, 
Lvov, Lviv and 
Lemberg, differ-
ent spellings of a 
city that was once 
in Poland, then in 
the Soviet Union and 
is now part of Ukraine.

Ideas of home and be-
longing are looked at in two pieces 
made of metal.

Using text from Darwish’s po-
etry, Batal explores the meaning 
of place in an age of migration and 
immigration, “of moving from here 
but coming from there”.

One work draws inspiration from 
navigational tools, such as com-
passes. She rates an object that 
points to home, a device to deter-
mine a psycho-geographical direc-
tion, a bearing full of both intent 
and longing. Through the artworks, 
home is also denoted as an internal 
orientation — one that we guide to 
remain on our course of belonging.

The multimedia exhibition also 
features silk screen prints, with 
one depicting the common birds of 
the Arab world and those facing ex-
tinction. Others use Arabic calligra-
phy to transform text into objects.

Also, engraved into a metal bench 
coated with red powder are verses 
from the ninth-century Sufi poet 
Mansur al-Hallaj and in a separate 
room Batal’s grandmother tells the 

story of her exile on a video.
“I used to define myself more 

as a spatial designer,” Batal said, 
reflecting on the evolution of her 

work. “I did installation 
work and also objects 

but they were more 
content specific in 

relation to a cer-
tain space that 
they occupied. 

Then I got 
into working 
on prints and 
drawings and 

collage. 
“There is a 

kind of different 
fine lines across 

which I have been 
working. I use Arabic lan-

guage and text to create artworks 
which echo cultural and contem-
porary concerns into our urban 
public and private spaces.”

Batal’s work has been greatly in-
fluenced by her parents: her moth-
er, Mona Saudi, an artist and sculp-
tor who used poetry in her work; 
and her father, Hasan al-Natal, a 
journalist who writes political col-
umns; in addition to artists Kamal 
Boullata and Samir al-Sayegh, who 
use calligraphy in their work.

Dia Batal was born in Beirut in 
1978 where she studied design 
before moving to London to com-
plete her master’s of arts degree in 
design and critical practice at Gold-
smiths College in London.

Her work has been shown in col-
lective and solo exhibitions in Bei-
rut, Manama, Amman, Paris, Liver-
pool and London.

 Batal has also worked on a num-
ber of community outreach pro-
jects for institutions such as the 
British Museum, The Victoria and 
Albert Museum and The Mosaic 
Rooms, among others.

She has been invited to take part 
in the Sharjah Calligraphy Biennial 
in 2016.

Karen Dabrowska is a 
London-based contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of 
The Arab Weekly.

Dia Batal’s work: Every letter tells a story

Rasha Elass

Calligraphy based on the poetry of Mahmoud Darwish

Using text from 
Darwish’s poetry, 
Batal explores the 
meaning of place in 
an age of migration

Washington

S 

euls, performed at Wash-
ington’s Kennedy Center, 
captures the subtleties of 
solitude and perhaps the 
ultimate sense of aliena-

tion: negotiating the dream state 
inside an unending nightmare, all 
while inspiring the nostalgia that 
enshrines a life in exile.

The play was written, directed 
and performed by Wajdi Mouawad, 
who delivers the entire show in 
French mixed with some Arabic, 
particularly when he connects with 
his father, who is presumably a Leb-
anese émigré.

His character, oddly named Har-
wan, just one letter removed from 
the Arabic word for “animal”, 
spends most of his time in the vul-
nerable state of near total nudity. 
And why shouldn’t he? After all, 
he is seul – alone — with nothing 
and nowhere to hide. At times he is 
haunted by stabbing throes of self-
loathing

Inside his Montreal home, Har-
wan is sheltered from the harsh 
winter. He negotiates his future and 
his past through an old-fashioned 
landline telephone that fails to 
ring when someone calls. A gradu-

ate student, Harwan is writing his 
thesis on one of Canada’s most 
celebrated playwrights and actors, 
Robert Lepage, whom Harwan is 
annoyed to learn he must chase all 
the way to Russia, where he takes 
the audience on a surprising twist 
of events. Harwan uses the broken 
phone to bridge the generational 
and cultural gap with his father, a 
relationship more intertwined with 
Harwan’s fate than the audience 
can initially know.

In today’s world, no script on al-
ienation is complete without the 
mismatch that humans sometimes 
feel with technology. Harwan cap-
tures this frustration in a photo 
booth, where he struggles to adjust 
his image in the reflection of the 
camera lens. It is here that the plot 
begins to mirror itself.

While home alone wearing noth-
ing but his underwear, Harwan 
resembles any of us. He struggles 
with the demands and deadlines 
of everyday life and greedily grabs 
a moment of dilly-dallying. Then, 
in the midst of a snowstorm, Har-
wan plays tunes of nostalgia by 

Fairuz, which was probably lost on 
the generally American audience at 
that Kennedy Center but certainly 
moved those in the crowd who un-
derstood.

Towards the end of the play, 
Harwan launches into an arguably 
self-indulgent finale that seems to 
last a very long time. He flails and 
flops and colours himself green but 
finally he finds his place among 
Rembrandt’s classic paintings at the 
Hermitage Museum in St Peters-
burg, Russia.

“It was confusing but it’s about 
exile, which for a Lebanese is a 
long-time theme,” a member of the 
audience said. She withheld her 
name because she said her hus-
band holds a sensitive diplomatic 
position in Washington. “Normally 
Lebanese attend each other but to-
day it’s been mainly an American 
audience, so I’m very surprised and 
happy,” she added.

Harwan delivered parts of his 
monologue in Arabic without sub-
titles, much to the frustration of 
some in the audience who did not 
understand. 

One woman, a former West-
ern diplomat, lamented what she 
would have missed had her Arabic-
speaking companion not translated 
for her. “There was that song about 
life being a series of illusions. Now 
that’s pretty significant,” she said, 

referring to a song that Harwan 
played by Muhammad Abdul Wah-
hab. Mouawad declined through 
his agent to be interviewed for this 
review.

Mouawad’s most famous work 
is a play he wrote and performed 
called Incendies, which was adapted 
into an Academy Award-nominated 
film for Best Foreign Language. 
Mouawad created Seuls, in 2008, 

and now he’s working on his next 
chapters, Frères, Père and Mère. 
Soeurs was completed in 2014.

Seuls has been performed in Can-
ada, France, Spain, Italy, Belgium, 
Lebanon, Russia, Romania and 
South America.

Rasha Elass is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab
Weekly.

Canadian-Lebanese 
playwright delivers an ode 
to life in exile

Harwan delivered 
parts of his 
monologue in Arabic 
without subtitles

Culture

French Lebanese playwright Wajdi Mouawad delivers his one man 
show, Seuls, at the Kennedy Center in Washington.

Karen Dabrowska
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Dinner with Saddam, Horowitz’s comedic look at Iraq
Dunia el-Zobeidi

“I cannot see any 
way to write about 
the horror of Iraq 
except through 
comedy,” playwright 
Anthony Horowitz 
wrote

Shobu Kapoor (Samira Alawai), Sanjeev Bhaskar (Ahmed Alawai) 
& Steven Berkoff (Saddam Hussein), Back: Zed Josef & Bally Gill 
(Soldiers).

(Photo credit: Catherine Ashmore)

Cultural centre closure protested by London Iraqis
Karen Dabrowska

London

A 

day before Mohammed 
Alawi was due to take 
up his post as director 
of London’s Iraqi Cul-
tural Centre (ICC) he was 

informed that, due to financial dif-
ficulties attributed to declining oil 
prices, the Iraqi government was 
closing its cultural centres in Lon-
don, Washington, Stockholm, Bei-
rut and Tehran.

The decision in late August trig-
gered an outcry among London’s 
Iraqi community and art lovers who 
saw in the centre a breathing space 
and a platform to promote and dis-
seminate Iraqi culture.

Alawi, a former assistant director 
of the ICC, recalled with sadness in 
his voice how he would welcome 
poets, writers, musicians, creative 
individuals and hundreds of Iraqi 
residents of London to the centre’s 
spacious gallery and large confer-
ence room.

“Every week, the ICC hosted a 
cultural event, including writer 
Salah Niazi, who translated Shake-
speare and Joyce into Arabic and 
was a regular guest,” Alawi said.

Readings were often arranged for 
Adnan al-Sayegh, a poet who fled 
Saddam’s Iraq in the 1980s.

The gallery was an explosion of 
colour with numerous art exhibi-
tions, including Past.. Present and 
Future by Ansam al-Jarrah and Ful-
fil My Dream, a recent exhibition 
of Iraqi children’s drawings about 
peace which is to be sent to Iraq, 
Alawi said.

“As the Islamic State reduced 
Iraq’s cultural heritage to rubble, 
an ongoing educational project for 
young people about the Epic of Gil-
gamesh was organised at the centre 
by the Enheduanna Society to cel-
ebrate Mesopotamian heritage and 
its legacy today,” Alawi said.

Films were screened every Fri-
day evening at the centre, which 
became a popular meeting place for 
Iraqis, Arabs and anyone interested 

in Middle Eastern culture. It was 
used for lectures, including one 
on radiation pollution in Iraq and 
on harmonising Kurdish and Iraqi 
health care reforms.

Playwright Hassan Abdulrazzak 
started a petition addressed to Iraqi 
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi de-
crying the centre’s closure, saying 
that London’s Iraqi community was 
in vital need of a spacious place to 
meet on a regular basis.

“The centre hosted the commu-
nity, providing particularly the el-
derly with a place to meet and so-
cialise,” the petition said.

 “For me personally, the centre 
was invaluable as it offered a free 
space to rehearse my play Love, 
Bombs and Apples, which had a 
very limited budget and having ac-
cess to the centre as a free rehearsal 
space was wonderful. The play was 
part of the Shubbak Festival and 
ended up having a sold-out run,” 
Abdulrazzak said.

He said London’s Arcola Thea-
tre was impressed by the play and 
decided to bring it back next year. 

“This will hopefully be part of a 
nationwide tour. Therefore, the 
ICC not only supported activities 
that served the Iraqi community 
but also, as in the case of my play, 
it enhanced activities that reached 
a wider British audience,” he said.

The ICC opened in June 2012 ini-
tiated under the mandate of then 
minister of culture Saadoun al-Du-
laimi.

Under its first director, Abdul-
rahman Dheyab, a journalist and 
media personality from Anbar 
province, the ICC championed 
Iraqi multiculturalism. Dheyab de-
scribed it as a bridge. “We wanted 
the international community to un-
derstand our culture, which is the 
real strength of Iraq,” he said.

Prior to the opening of the ICC, 
the Kufa Gallery in West London 
promoted Iraqi, Arab and Islamic 
art for 20 years before it closed in 
2006. Iraqi artist Yousif Nasser also 
hosted cultural events in the ARK 
Gallery, which closed in 2013. Dur-
ing the 1980s, the Iraqi government 
had a cultural centre in the heart of 

London. It closed in 1990 after the 
invasion of Kuwait.

London is once again without a 
venue for disseminating Iraqi cul-
ture. Alawi said the Iraqi govern-
ment may reopen the ICC if the eco-
nomic situation improves but this 
is unlikely to happen in the near 
future. 

Jabbar Hasan, the director of the 
Iraqi Community Association (ICA), 
described the decision to close the 
centre as hasty and harsh.

“It could have been done in a 
different way. They could have re-
duced the staff but they did not 
look into that. The embassy has 
other offices which also cost money 

to run and I can’t explain why they 
just targeted the cultural centre,” 
he said. “The centre was open to 
everyone. Its impartiality was evi-
dent in the work it did. A lot of peo-
ple are very dismayed and disap-
pointed it closed and the ICA shares 
this view.”

Iraqi archaeologist Lamia al-
Gailani said the ICC was basically 
directed towards the Iraqis rather 
than the British.

“We had a cultural centre in the 
’80s which was very successful in 
the beginning, attracting British 
people who used to come to meet-
ings, receptions, lectures and exhi-
bitions and that was fantastic. But 
it deteriorated with time,” Gailani 
said.

“The centre which has just closed 
had a very bad address. People do 
not go to Shepherd’s Bush for cul-
tural events. It should have been 
in the middle of London. For the 
Iraqis it was a wonderful place but 
if Iraq has a cultural centre in a for-
eign country it should cater to the 
local people.”

The centre hosted 
the community, 
providing 
particularly the 
elderly with a place 
to meet

The Iraqi 
government was 
closing its cultural 
centres in London, 
Washington, 
Stockholm, Beirut 
and Tehran

Harmonising Iraqi and Kurdish health care reforms conference at the ICC.

London

D 

inner with Saddam re-
volves around what 
happens when Iraqi 
dictator Saddam Hus-
sein, played by Steven 

Berkoff from War and Remem-
brance and The Girl with the Drag-
on Tattoo, turns up unannounced 
for dinner at Ahmed’s house just 
as the US “shock-and-awe” bomb-
ing campaign begins in 2003.

Fearing assassination and US 
air strikes, Saddam was known to 
drop in uninvited on ordinary peo-
ple’s houses. 

He would reward his hosts for 
their hospitality but anything 
meeting Saddam’s disapproval 
could also meet death.

Personal and political issues are 
on the menu as Ahmed, played 

by Sanjeev Bhaskar from TV com-
edies Goodness Gracious Me and 
The Kumars at No.42, and his fam-
ily carefully watch their words and 
actions. Saddam orders a guard 
shot for yawning, an example of 
his often random brutality.

“I cannot see any way to write 
about the horror of Iraq except 
through comedy,” playwright An-
thony Horowitz wrote in the Spec-
tator magazine in July 2014.

Given the violence of the insur-
gency against the US-led occupa-
tion after Saddam’s overthrow in 
2003 and the horrors of sectarian 
war that have followed, some Ira-
qis feel a degree of nostalgia for the 
order ruthlessly imposed by the 
dictator and his henchmen.

“Of course he was one of the 
most evil people who has ever 
walked this Earth,” said Horowitz. 
But “at the end of the day, he was 
a human being and human beings 
do horrible things and do good 
things. I don’t believe that he was 
100% bad… We have the habit of 
making absolute monsters of any-
body we don’t agree with,” he told 
an audience at the Hay Festival in 
2014.

Horowitz has said that former 
British prime minister Tony Blair’s 
decision to go to war in Iraq in 2003 
had “besmirched democracy and 
politics” and that he had “a smid-

gen of sympathy” for Saddam.
While Saddam’s forces dropped 

chemical weapons on his own citi-
zens, most famously on the Kurd-
ish town of Halabja in 1988, it was 
a crime under his rule not to send 
your son or daughter to school af-
ter the age of 6, education was free 
for everyone, male or female, all 
the way to university and scholar-
ships were given to thousands to 

study abroad.
In the play, Rana, Ahmed’s 

daughter, is studying medicine 
and is an activist having an affair 
with a plumber. When Saddam 
is told that she is to marry Jamal, 
a fat traffic warden, he says, “But 
she does not love him.” Under 
Saddam’s regime, women were al-
lowed to choose whom they mar-
ried. Jamal talks with pride about 

Iraq’s infrastructure developed 
under Saddam when water and 
electricity were available in every 
city and village and at least one 
health clinic was built in every vil-
lage. 

Dams, roads and bridges were 
constructed and Iraq started mak-
ing its own radios, televisions, 
heaters and air conditioners.

But Jamal is also a hypocrite who 
extorts people, accepting bribes, 
instead of issuing them ticket 
fines. He symbolises the endemic 
corruption of officials during the 
Saddam era.

In the play Saddam makes a 
speech about some of his achieve-
ments: Nationalisation of the oil 
industry strengthened the econo-
my as oil production tripled. Farm-
ers were given land, loans, mod-
ern machinery, discounted seeds 
and other resources necessary 
to overcome uncultivable land. 
Loans with minimal interest were 
provided for the middle class and 
professionals.

A compelling performance full 
of chaos and comedy, Dinner with 
Saddam will be performed through 
November 14th at the Menier 
Chocolate Factory Theatre, Lon-
don.

Dunia el-Zobeidi is a regular Arab 
weekly contributor in London.
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T 

he long Nile cruise from 
Cairo to the southern-
most province of Aswan 
has been a dream journey 
for tourists and Egyptians 

since it was started in the 1980s. 
Not surprisingly, it continues to be 
so.

The classic 15-day cruise gives 
tourists a chance to see and learn 
about Egypt’s fascinating and 
unique ancient civilisation.

“It is actually a cruise into the 
depths of Egyptian life and histo-
ry,” said Adel Abdel-Razek, a mem-
ber of Egypt’s Tourist Chamber, a 
gathering of the country’s tour op-
erators and hotel owners. “Tourists 
have the opportunity to delve deep 
into Egypt’s ancient history as they 
visit different sites in the course of 
the journey.”

The Nile has been Egypt’s lifeline 
since ancient times and there is no 
better way to trace the passage of 
Egypt’s history than to follow the 
course of the river. Each day gives 
another opportunity to explore 
new sights or simply enjoy a differ-
ent view.

Few countries can compete with 
Egypt’s amazing ancient tombs, 
temples and other monuments, 
which can be explored in the course 
of Nile cruise tours that were re-
cently upgraded, becoming even 
more attractive for visitors and 
residents, at highly competitive  
prices.

Before departing from Cairo on 
the 675-kilometre journey to As-
wan, travellers are taken on guid-
ed visits of the Pyramids of Giza 
and King Djoser’s step pyramid in 
Saqqara, a few kilometres away.

A tour of Cairo’s landmarks is 
incorporated in the package and 
includes visits to the national mu-
seum, Islamic Cairo and its citadel, 
a medieval Islamic fortification 
constructed by Saladin around the 
ancient city to protect it from the 

Crusaders, the old churches in Cop-
tic Cairo and the Fatimid bazaar.

Stops on the river voyage include 
some of Egypt’s finest ancient sites, 
such as the temples of Karnak and 
Luxor, Edfu, Esna, Kom Ombo, 
Philae and Abu Simbel, usually 
as an optional excursion, plus the 
Valley of the Kings, Valley of the 
Queens, Hatshepsut’s Temple and 
Aswan High Dam.

As they sail south from Cairo 
into rural Egypt, travellers can en-
joy picturesque scenery along the 
banks of the Nile and relax on the 
ship’s upper deck.

At a first stop in Beni Hasan, in 
the central province of Beni Suef, 
a visit to unfinished tombs shows 
the transition from Mastaba-type 
tombs of the Old Kingdom and the 
deeply cut tombs that can be found 
in Luxor’s Valley of the Kings.

Vivid wall paintings depict scenes 
from daily life including winemak-
ing, fishing, hunting and wrestling.

Stops further south at Abu Kor-
kas give tourists the chance to visit 

Tuna el-Gebel and the Tomb of Pe-
tosiris, a fusion of Greek and Egyp-
tian styles. They can also admire 
the ruins of Hermopolis, where 
ancient Egyptians said creation be-
gan.

The visit to the fabled city of Tell 
el-Amarna usually starts early in 
the morning. The ancient city was 
once known as Akhenaton. Its mod-
ern name comes from the nearby 
village of el-Till and the name of a 
local Bedouin tribe.

A short drive to Abydos allows 
tourists into the home of the legend 
of Osiris, god of the underworld. 
Ancient Egyptians said it was at 
Abydos that Osiris was resurrected 

after he was killed by his brother 
Seth. He was then given powers to 
become the lord of the afterlife.

Saeed Osman, an Egyptian liv-
ing in the Netherlands, describes 
the cruise from Cairo to Aswan as a 
once-in-a–lifetime experience.

“Nothing in my life matched this 
journey, in fact,” Osman said. “The 
cruise was about the best in my life, 
giving me and other tourists the 
chance to navigate into the depths 
of Egyptian history.”

In recent years, long Nile cruise 
tours have been hard hit because of 
the decline in the number of tour-
ists and volatile security conditions 
in the aftermath of the 2011 upris-
ing.

According to Abdel Rahman An-
war, the former head of the Cham-
ber of Floating Hotels, out of 288 
cruise ships that operated between 
Cairo and Aswan, only 50 continue 
operations. “Ship owners are crip-
pled with bank debts and workers’ 
salaries, while bookings are on the 
decline,” Anwar said. “This busi-
ness is down and the government 
does nothing to help the owners.”

He said, a few years back, the trip 
from Cairo to Aswan cost no less 
than $200, “but prices have since 
gone down to less than $50″.

Declining revenues are leaving 
ship owners incapable of offering 
quality services. Some ships have 
limited their activity to the aca-
demic midterm vacation in Janu-
ary.

But for Osman, like many tour-
ists, the experience of boarding a 
ship from Cairo to the southern part 
of Egypt was a memorable experi-
ence. The sites, the food and warm 
welcome of Egyptians in the places 
he visited are forever engraved in 
his mind.

“I do not undergo such an expe-
rience every day. I still remember 
every minute of the 15 days I spent 
on the Nile on the way to Aswan,” 
he said.

Nile cruise: A memorable 
journey into ancient Egypt
Shady Sayed
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Memorable trip: Cruise ships dock at different ports along Egypt’s Nile.

Stops on the 
river voyage 
include some of 
Egypt’s finest 
ancient sites

Constantine, Algeria: 
Through October 20th

In a tribute to Andalusian 
music, the Constantine Capital 
of Arab Culture 2015 organises 
an exhibition titled Nouba of 
Constantine. Every week during 
the event, a different music 
master will be celebrated and 
new works exhibited.

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.

Tangier, Morocco: 
October 8th-11th

The third Les Nuit Sonores Festi-
val is a Moroccan cultural event 
with a French collaboration that 
aims at promoting youth artistic 
production and cultural ex-
change between Moroccan and 
European artists.  The festival 
includes music performances 
with artists from different 
countries, documentaries and 
movies screening, youth forum 
and other activities

Egypt: 
October 10th-17th

The Sphinx Festival explores and 
promotes the cultural arts of 
Egypt. It includes music, dance 
and poetry performances, tradi-
tional ethnic costumes work-
shops, Egyptian dance classes 
and seminars with renowned 
artists and researchers about 
Sufi and Saidi arts.  The festival 
takes place in different venues, 
such as the ancient Abusir Solar 
Temple, Cairo, and the Egyptian 
oasis.

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 Febru-
ary and October — on the birth 
anniversary and coronation 
of Ramses II, sunlight shines 
through, illuminating statues 
on the building’s back wall. 
After meditating and admiring 
the statues, people celebrate by 
enjoying food, dance and sing-
ing shows arranged by residents 
of the area.

London: 
October 20th-November 8th 

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


