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Nearly 1,000 cholera cases in Iraq

Amman

D 

eteriorating public ser-
vices for health, water 
and sanitation may al-
low the further spread of 
cholera and other infec-

tious diseases in war-stricken Iraq, 
especially in crowded areas where 
millions are displaced by sectarian 
conflicts and violence by the mili-
tant Islamic State (ISIS).

The World Health Organisation 
(WHO) warned that measles has 
been reported in all of Iraq’s 18 gov-
ernorates. Cholera is endemic and 
leishmaniasis is on the rise.

Particularly worrying is how mili-
tants will deal with cholera cases 
in areas under their control. They 
have little means to tackle the prob-
lem as they do not have enough 
doctors and medical supplies.

In the remainder of the country, 
where an estimated 7 million out 
of a population of nearly 34 million 
are displaced, unhygienic condi-
tions make fertile ground for the 

rapid spread of disease.
Nearly 1,000 cases of cholera have 

been reported across the country, 
including in ISIS-controlled areas. 
More than 40 people have died of 
the highly infectious disease.

The situation is a recurrence of 

outbreaks in 2007 and 2012. How-
ever, this outbreak is different con-
sidering that ISIS may simply turn 
its back on those stricken in its ar-
eas to avoid being seen as unable 
to handle an emergency heath dis-
aster.

Aware of the risks, the Iraqi gov-
ernment has allocated more than 
$8 million to fight cholera and 
launched a nationwide vaccination 
campaign. A state-run emergency 
committee is mapping out plans to 
isolate areas where cholera cases 
are suspected.

“It’s not out of control yet but 
the outbreak is certainly alarming 
and the recurrence of the epidemic 
underlines the failure of the state’s 
health care system,” said Yehya al-
Qubeisi, an adviser to the Iraq Cen-
tre for Research and Strategic Stud-
ies, a think-tank.

However, Qubeisi insisted in an 
interview with The Arab Weekly 
that he did not expect an increased 
wave of refugees from Iraq due to 
the disease.

“Generally, people aren’t as wor-

ried by the disease as much as 
for protecting their lives against 
Daesh’s violence,” he said, using 
the Arabic acronym for ISIS.

WHO Director-General Margaret 
Chan cited reasons that may con-
tribute to spreading the disease, 
including that nearly half of the 
health professionals have fled some 
areas.

Another factor is the state of Iraqi 
health facilities, which are over-
loaded and where medicine and 
supplies are running short. In four 
of the areas severely affected by 
cholera, 14 hospitals and more than 
160 health facilities have been dam-
aged or destroyed, Chan said.

That was a reference to sectarian-
ism between the country’s minority 
Sunni Muslims and the rival Shia, 
a majority of the population who 
dominate the government.

Jamal J. Halaby, based in Jordan, 
is the Levant section editor for The 
Arab Weekly and has covered the 
Middle East and North Africa for 
nearly three decades.

Jamal J. Halaby

Iraqi children are seen in a swamp with a herd of buffaloes in 
eastern Baghdad’s al-Futheliyah district, on September 20, 2015.

It’s not out of 
control yet but 
the outbreak is 
certainly alarming.
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Russia unleashes missiles on Syria 
targets; NATO warns of ‘escalation’

Beirut

R 

ussia unleashed a barrage 
of cruise missiles from 
warships in the Caspian 
Sea against rebel forces 
in Syria, sharply escalat-

ing Moscow’s armed intervention 
in an already complex, multisided 
war, and NATO warned that it was 
prepared to send troops, if needed, 
to defend Turkey after Russian war-
planes twice violated the member 
state’s airspace.

NATO Secretary-General Jens 
Stoltenberg declared on October 8th 
in Brussels where the 28-member 
alliance was holding an emergency 
meeting: “In Syria, we’ve seen a 
troubling escalation of Russian mili-
tary activities.” He branded Russia’s 
actions as “reasons for concern”.

The broadside of 26 Kalibr long-
range missiles, the equivalent of the 
Tomahawk cruise missiles that are 
the US weapon of choice in Ameri-
can interventions, flew 1,400 kilo-
metres — over Iran and Iraq — before 
hitting 11 Islamic State (ISIS) posi-
tions in Syria’s Raqqa and Aleppo 
provinces in the north and the Idlib 
governorate in the north-west, Rus-
sian Defence Minister Sergei Shoigu 
said in Moscow.

The October 7th missile bombard-
ment, along with a wave of Russian 
air strikes, was clearly intended to 
soften rebel strong points amid a 
major offensive by the Syrian Army 
and Iranian-backed Shia militias 
and Hezbollah.

The push, one of the biggest re-
gime operations in months, was 
launched October 6th in central 
Hama province to regain territory 
conquered by the opposition in re-
cent months and which threaten 
the embattled regime of Syrian 
President Bashar Assad.

The Britain-based Syrian Obser-
vatory for Human Rights, which 

has a network of activists across 
Syria that monitors the four-and-a-
half-year-old conflict, reported “the 
most intense fighting in months” 
in Hama and Idlib provinces in the 
first coordinated government offen-
sive since the Russian air campaign 
began September 30th.

It is not clear why the Russians 
chose to unleash the cruise mis-
siles, which added a new complica-
tion to the swelling air war in Syrian 
skies. Several regional analysts told 
The Arab Weekly they suspect it 
was to demonstrate Russian power, 
not just to the Syrian rebels, but to 
the United States and Arab states 
backing Assad’s foes.

The alleged Russian incursions 
into Turkish airspace in the same 
region where Russian Sukhoi war-
planes have been hammering rebel 
groups underlined the growing dan-
gers that Turkey, along with other 
countries of the region which want 
to depose the Iranian-backed Assad, 
could be dragged into the war.

Stoltenberg denounced the “un-
acceptable violations of Turkish 
airspace” on October 5th and 6th 
and demanded Russia immediately 
cease such aerial incursions.

Speaking in Brussels, Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, 
one of Assad’s most virulent foes, 
warned the incidents threaten to 
escalate regional tensions triggered 
by Russia’s air strikes from a base 
at Latakia, an Assad stronghold, to 
preventing the Damascus regime 

from collapsing.
“We cannot endure it,” Erdogan 
cautioned. This suggested Turkey 
could step up its support for 
Islamic rebel groups who are poised 
to push into Latakia province on 
Syria’s Mediterranean coast, the 

heartland of Assad’s minority 
Alawite sect. 

Ed Blanche is the Analysis section 
editor of The Arab Weekly. 

NATO Secretary-General Jens Stoltenberg pauses before speaking 
to the media at NATO headquarters in Brussels.

It is not clear why 
the Russians chose 
to unleash the 
cruise missiles, 
which added a new 
complication to the 
swelling air war in 
Syrian skies

Ed Blanche
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Russian air strikes 
in Syria provoke 
regional powers

Beirut

T 

he Russians have been 
pounding rebel forces in 
Syria since September 
30th and the signs are that 
the air strikes in President 

Vladimir Putin’s self-declared war 
on the Islamic State (ISIS) are likely 
to go on for many weeks, widening 
a conflict that is already bewilder-
ingly complicated by pushing un-
easy regional powers into more di-
rect involvement.

On October 2nd, Alexei Pushkov, 
a close Putin ally and leader of the 
foreign affairs committee of the 
lower house of Russia’s parliament, 
told France’s Europe 1 radio that the 
air strikes will intensify and could 
last “three to four months”.

Pushkov said he believed the Rus-
sian campaign could make “major 
progress” in contrast to attacks by 
a US-led coalition — largely carried 
out by American aircraft — that have 
targeted ISIS since August 2014 but 
haven’t delivered a knock-out blow.

The Americans and their Euro-
pean allies fear that the Russian 
air campaign will not achieve any 
better results against ISIS but will 
antagonise regional powers that 
support rebel groups being hit by 
Putin’s jets, such as Saudi Arabia, 
the United Arab Emirates, Qatar, 
Jordan and Turkey, to step up sup-

port for their proxies and further 
escalate the conflict.

Putin’s high-profile intervention 
has incensed regional Sunni-led 
powers, which want to see Assad 
toppled and charged as a war crimi-
nal for his slaughter of his mainly 
Sunni opponents in Syria. These 
constitute most of the estimated 
240,000 people who have been 
killed since the civil war erupted in 
March 2011.

Assad is a key ally of Shia Iran, 
which is locked in a deepening 
ideological power struggle with 
Saudi Arabia and other Sunni Arab 
powers. There had been moves by 
these states towards supporting a 
political transition in Damascus but 
that dissipated when Putin sent his 
forces in Latakia to rescue Assad.

Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Qatar, 
embracing the kind of aggressive 
regional policy they have for dec-
ades eschewed in favour of more 
cautious, risk-averse pursuits, are 
already committed to a war in Yem-
en against Iranian-backed Houthi 
rebels that could inhibit a military 
response in Syria.

But regional analysts suggest that 
the Saudis and their allies may be 
prepared to ignore Western prohi-
bitions on transferring advanced 
weaponry, including anti-aircraft 
missiles, to their proxies to blunt 
the Russian air campaign — a devel-
opment that could sharply escalate 
the Syrian conflict.

“This is going to be a dangerous 
place,” warned Daniel Levy, Mid-
dle East programme director at the 
European Council on Foreign Rela-
tions. “The degree to which Tehran 
and Riyadh are now in confronta-
tion mode across a number of re-
gional hot spots is worrisome. Who 
can now act as the de-escalating 
mediator?”

Qatar, apparently with the agree-
ment of Riyadh, is reportedly air-
lifting weapons to Turkish bases 
for delivery to rebels in north-west 
Syria to hold off an expected regime 
offensive backed by Russian air 
power.

Tensions heightened October 4th 
and 5th when NATO-member Tur-
key reported that Russian aircraft 
twice penetrated its airspace over 
Hatay province on Syria’s northern 
border. That incensed Turkey and 
drew sharp criticism from NATO 
Secretary-General Jens Stoltenberg. 
He was implicitly holding out the 
possibility of NATO action to defend 
a member state if Russian violations 
continue.

On October 2nd, Turkey and Sau-
di Arabia, along with key European 
and Gulf states that are members of 
the US-led coalition, urged Russia to 
halt its air strikes. They declared the 
raids “will only fuel more extrem-
ism and radicalisation” because 
they are targeting non-ISIS groups.

The Russian strikes triggered at 
least two attacks on Putin’s Latakia 
air base, although both appeared to 
be pinprick hit-and-run raids, caus-
ing little damage and no casualties.

Ahrar al-Islam, a jihadist group 
linked to al-Qaeda, claimed it fired 
several truck-mounted Grad artil-
lery rockets into the base on Sep-
tember 28th. In a video posted by 
the group, a commander named 
“Omar” said the Russian-built mis-
siles had been captured from a 
regime base and were the first of 
many broadsides. “These are your 
goods,” he taunted the Russians. 
“They have been returned to you.”

Ahrar al-Sham unleashed a rocket 
attack on the base on October 2nd. 
Meantime, the Russian base, pro-
tected by 500 men of Russia’s Naval 
Infantry Brigade with a dozen top-
of-the-line T-90 tanks and heavy ar-
tillery, is within range of more pow-
erful missiles possessed by Jaysh 
al-Fatah, a loose alliance of Islamic 
groups that has been advancing 

towards Latakia from neighbour-
ing Idlib province. The alliance is 
backed by Saudi Arabia, Turkey and 
Qatar. If the Russians support re-
gime assaults to push back Jaysh al-
Fatah, it will almost certainly trig-
ger escalatory action from the Gulf 
states, which support the coalition. 
That might lead to Putin sending in 
more forces.

That’s something that Putin prob-
ably does not want to do, although 
there are unconfirmed reports of 
Russian personnel being airlifted 
to Syria. In the end, it may come 
down to Russian reinforcement or 
a humiliating withdrawal, an em-
barrassing echo of the Soviet Red 
Amy’s retreat from Afghanistan in 
1989.

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

James Bruce

Putin’s high-profile 
intervention has 
incensed regional 
Sunni-led powers, 
which want to see 
Assad toppled.

Russian military support crew attach a satellite guided bomb to SU-34 jet fighter at Hmeimim airbase
in Syria.

Beirut

T 

he primary objective of 
the air campaign Russia 
in Syria has been to se-
cure the front lines of the 
shrinking territory held by 

the beleaguered regime of Bashar 
Assad prior to a counteroffensive 
to take strategic areas bordering the 
emerging rump state controlled by 
Assad’s Alawite minority.

Russian President Vladimir Putin 
has sought to sell his intervention 
in Syria as a bold and collaborative 
stand against the depredations of 
the Islamic State (ISIS), whose self-
proclaimed caliphate spans half of 
Syria and one-third of Iraq.

However, this attempt to secure 
international legitimacy for the 
Russian effort and leverage to nego-
tiate with the West or even attract 
support to end Assad’s internation-
al isolation is not working.

It is increasingly clear that the 
deployment, which began with the 
Russians establishing an air base 
near the Mediterranean port of La-
takia, is not just to protect the As-
sad regime, a long-time ally.

It is also what the Washington 
Institute for Near East Policy calls 
“coercive diplomacy” aimed at re-
establishing Russian influence in 
the Middle East.

For the Russian bombers that 
have flown dozens of combat mis-
sions out of the expanding al-
Hamim base outside Latakia, the 
main targets have been in neigh-
bouring Idlib province and the cen-
tral provinces of Hama and Homs. 
They are crucial because they link 

the north-west with Damascus, the 
seat of Assad’s regime.

Since the Russian air base be-
came operational on September 
18th, Moscow has built up its air 
component to 34 Sukhoi combat 
jets and 15 helicopters, including 
Mi-24 Hind attack gunships. On Oc-
tober 1st, these were joined by an Il-
yushin Il-20 intelligence-gathering 
aircraft, which suggests that Putin 

may have a wider-ranging military 
operation in mind.

Military analysts told The Arab 
Weekly that Assad’s weakened 
military and its militia allies can no 
longer adequately defend the Lata-
kia region, where rebel forces have 
been pushing hard on several fronts 
for months.

 He has the same problem with 
Damascus, where he is dependent 

on Hezbollah and Shia militias from 
Iraq, Afghanistan and Pakistan, 
which the Iranians have deployed 
to bolster regime forces.

It is here that Russian and Iranian 
imperatives diverge. Moscow sees 
Latakia as more important than Da-
mascus because it provides Russia 
with a military base in the eastern 
Mediterranean. That “fits the Rus-
sian practice of grooming micro-
states on its periphery to serve as 
military bases”, observed Fabrice 
Balanche, a visiting fellow at the 
Washington Institute for Near East 
Policy.

“A Russian-backed Alawistan, 
should it become viable, would 
provide many of the advantages 
of a real state, including complete 
dependence on Russia, without the 
same costs,” he said.

The Russians’ main interest is 
holding Latakia and the coastal 
strip, where the Russian Navy has 
a base at Tartus, and is reportedly 
planning to build a submarine base 
at Jableh, also near Latakia. The 
plan seems to be to establish an Ala-
wite statelet, with or without Assad 
at its head and with or without Da-
mascus as well.

The Russians have maintained 
several military and intelligence fa-
cilities in Syria, part of its long-time 
investment in the country dating to 
the Cold War.

These include an electronic sur-

veillance base near Latakia, con-
sidered Russia’s biggest eavesdrop-
ping base outside its own territory.

An intelligence base run by Rus-
sian military intelligence at al-Har-
ra on the Golan Heights in southern 
Syria, which monitored Israel, was 
overrun by rebels in October  2014.

Iran and Hezbollah have a differ-
ent strategic imperative. They want 
to hold Damascus and a land cor-
ridor to Zabadani through which 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps can funnel weapons to Hez-
bollah in Lebanon.

That is vital to Tehran’s geopoliti-
cal objectives, in which Hezbollah’s 
missile arsenal serves as a direct 
threat to Israel to neutralise the one 
Iran perceives emanates from the 
Jewish state.

Latakia remains the focal point of 
the Russian intervention and here 
the Russians — and Assad — have a 
problem.

Latakia was once an Alawite ma-
jority city but now Sunnis, mainly 
displaced by the war, dominate and 
constitute a potential fifth column.

Since 2014, rebel forces have 
been advancing on three sides. 
They want access to the sea. Jaysh 
al-Fatah, a loose alliance of groups 
that includes al-Nusra Front, al-
Qaeda’s wing in Syria, has seized 
most of Idlib province and threat-
ens Assad’s Alawite stronghold.

The Russian Sukhois have repeat-
edly hit rebel positions in Idlib and 
in Homs and Hama to weaken the 
opposition as the regime reportedly 
prepares offensives.

There is a lot riding on the effi-
cacy of the Russian air campaign. 
Assad’s survival could well depend 
on it.

Latakia is the key as Syria’s war goes haywire
Ed Blanche

The plan seems to be 
to establish an 
Alawite statelet, 
with or without 
Assad at its head.
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Rebels vow to turn Syria into a second Afghanistan
Gaziantep, Turkey

S 

yrian armed opposition 
groups, vowing to turn Syr-
ia into a “second Afghani-
stan” for the Russians, 
called on their Western and 

Gulf Arab allies to supply them with 
anti-aircraft missiles to deter Mos-
cow’s air strikes.

Accusing Russia of indiscrimi-
nately targeting all opponents of 
Syrian President Bashar Assad, the 
opposition warned against letting 
the Syrian people down and leaving 
them alone to face what they called 
this “criminal episode” in the Syrian 
civil war.

Sobhi al-Rifai, head of the execu-
tive bureau of the Syrian Revolu-
tionary Command Council (RCC), 
said, “International circumstances 
were going against the revolution of 
the Syrian people at present.” How-
ever, he discounted the possibil-
ity that an alliance to deter Russian 
military involvement could soon be 
formed.

“Opposition forces should be 
supplied with sophisticated weap-
ons, in case the Russians get more 
deeply involved in the Syrian quag-
mire. Then, they will be stunned by 
the rebels’ fighting capacities,” Rifai 
told The Arab Weekly in a telephone 
interview.

Rifai, who attended a meeting of 
opposition leaders and their sup-
porters in Riyadh, said he did not 

expect modifications in the rules 
of engagement of opposition allies 
in Syria, denying that rebels had 
already been supplied with anti-
aircraft missiles.

The National Coalition for Syrian 
Revolutionary and Opposition Forc-
es accused Russia of targeting civil-
ians in rural Homs in its first sorties, 
killing more than 39 people, includ-
ing children.

A coalition statement charged 
that Russia was helping Assad’s 
regime recover from defeats it suf-
fered at the hands of the rebels, 
rather than fighting terrorism. It 
said Russian air strikes coincided 
with heavy bombardment of the re-
bel-held al-Waer neighbourhood in 
Homs, as regime forces, backed by 
mercenaries from Iran and Afghani-
stan, massed in an apparent prepa-
ration to assault adjacent al-Rastan 
and Talbiseh.

Damascus-based Western sourc-
es, speaking on condition of ano-
nymity, said the Syrian Army’s 
47th Brigade positioned in Homs 
province has been placed on high 
alert after receiving sophisticated 
Russian arms, including tanks, 
multi-barreled rocket launchers and 
heavy weaponry.

“Russian troops and officers were 
also dispatched to Homs but are not 
expected to participate in actual 
combat but rather provide fire cov-
erage,” the sources said, asserting 
that four combat units from North 
Korea were fighting alongside re-
gime forces in addition to the Irani-
ans, Afghans and Lebanon’s Hezbol-
lah fighters.

Major Jamil Saleh, a former army 
officer and commander of the Ta-
jamo Al-Ezza, a faction of the Free 
Syrian Army (FSA) that was part of 
the US train-and-equip programme, 
argued that “Russia’s aim from at-
tacking the FSA is to eliminate the 
Syrian revolution and moderate fac-
tions in order to claim that all rebel 
groups in Syria are terrorist”.

He said revolutionary groups are 

capable of defeating the regime and 
its Russian allies but they need ad-
vanced anti-aircraft weapons and 
armoured vehicles, including tanks.

Mohamad Said Masri, a former 
army officer and commander of the 
Nur al-Din al-Zinki Islamic Brigades, 
stressed that the rebels did not get 
military support to confront “the 
Russian aggression against Syria”.

“Moscow’s position is not new. 
They have always backed the re-
gime and its militias but the Free 
Syrian Army will retaliate strongly 
and prevent Moscow from continu-
ing its aggression,” vowed Hisham 
Marwah, vice-president of the Syri-
an National Coalition, stressing that 
the rebels were preparing “qualita-
tive retaliatory operations” against 
the Russians, the regime and their 
allies.

Marwah argued that Moscow’s 

intervention is aimed at reinforcing 
the regime’s negotiating position 
ahead of negotiations scheduled 
for around year’s end. “I reckon 
they want to recover certain posi-
tions, including Palmyra, north ru-
ral Homs and Jisr al-Shughour, but 
if Russian tanks succeed in entering 
those regions they will be totally de-
stroyed,” he warned.

While Russian air strikes are con-
centrated on the northern fronts of 
Syria, rebels have been advancing 
on the southern front, seizing terri-
tory from regime control in Qunei-
tra province. Opposition sources 
said they did not expect Russia to 
hit the southern area in view of its 
proximity to the Israeli-occupied 
Golan Heights.

Despite the Russia’s military 
might, rebel leaders appear unin-
timidated. “The Russian bear’s at-

tempt to salvage Assad’s regime will 
fail, the same way previous efforts 
by Hezbollah and the Iranian and 
Iraqi Shia enemies had flopped,” 
said Abu Anas al-Joulani, a rebel 
commander in Quneitra.

“It is only a matter of time until 
the Russians acknowledge that they 
have fallen into the quagmire of a 
second Afghanistan but this time 
the losses will be much bigger and 
painful,” Joulani added, in refer-
ence to the Soviet Union’s war in 
Afghanistan.

More than 15,000 Soviet troops 
were killed in Afghanistan from 
1979 through 1989. The Soviet Army 
also lost aircraft and other equip-
ment worth billions of dollars.

Manar Abdel Razzak is a Syrian 
reporter based in the southern 
Turkish city of Gaziantep.

Manar Abdel Razzak

Ambulance carries a child injured after Russia air strike in Idlib, on October 7th.

Can Russia prevail in Syria and Iraq with ‘boots off the ground’?

Beirut

“B
oots off the ground” 
has been the US mili-
tary strategy in vari-
ous world conflicts 
with the aim of win-

ning battles without committing 
ground forces.

The doctrine suggests that using 
superior air power and long-range 
missile attacks allow moderately 
equipped local forces to advance 
and defeat superior adversaries. 
Victory can be largely claimed as 
locally attained rather than exter-
nally imposed. Libya presented a 
successful model in which a NATO 
air campaign against dictator Mua-
mmar Qaddafi helped secure a 
quick victory for the local opposi-
tion.

But that strategy against the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) in Iraq has been 
anything but a success. Since Au-
gust 2014, more than 22 countries, 
led by the United States, have 
joined the air campaign against 
ISIS. According to a New York 
Times report, the year-long cam-
paign has involved the dropping 
of more than 5,600 bombs on ISIS 
positions with a running cost that 
exceeds $3.21 billion.

Realities on the ground, however, 
have hardly changed. ISIS contin-
ues to advance on various fronts, 
capturing Ramadi in Iraq and the 
ancient Syrian city of Palmyra. 
Strategic adjustments evident in 
the reinforcement and equipping 
of local ground forces — Syrian, Ira-
qi and Kurdish — have failed to stop 
ISIS. On occasions, embarrassing 
strategic blunders have seen US-
supplied weapons handed over to 
ISIS and al-Qaeda-affiliated groups.

In the midst of Western military 

setbacks and amid the near col-
lapse of the Iraqi and Syrian states, 
accompanied by mounting fears of 
massive refugee exodus and sectar-
ian pogroms, Russia has stepped 
in. This time, and in order to win 
the war, it has offered its own ver-
sion of “boots off the ground”.

Russian President Vladimir Pu-
tin seems confident of the success 
of his strategy. His bid appears to 
be vested in commanding ground 
forces that are much more com-
mitted and eager for his leadership. 
Iranian, Iraqi and Syrian armies 
and their accompanying anti-Sunni 
militias find in Russia a trusted and 
uncompromising ally.

In addition, and contrary to the 
Americans and Europeans, Russian 
resolve is apparent in taking a clear 
side on the sectarian battlefield. It 
requires no diplomacy or approval 
of Sunni majority states such as 
Turkey, Qatar and Saudi Arabia.

In fact, Russia’s recent engage-
ment appears to be a desperate 

move to preserve vital regional 
interests. Russia’s gas supplies to 
Europe have been challenged by a 
proposed natural gas pipeline from 
Qatar to Turkey via Saudi Arabia, 
Jordan and Syria, a joint venture 
that would significantly curtail 
Russian powers and undermine its 
economy. Russian enmity towards 
Saudi Arabia has become more 
evident following sliding oil prices 
largely blamed on the kingdom.

There are, of course, other re-
ligious aspects of this “off the 
ground” campaign. The Russian 
Orthodox Church has given its 
blessing to Russian soldiers joining 
the battlefield in what has come to 
resemble a call for a “holy war” to 
counter that which was ordered by 
ISIS leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi. 
The restoration of a “lost” Chris-
tian state in Iraq and Syria is sure 
to charge the morals of the Russian 
fighters.

To win the battle, Putin’s first 
mission appears to be centred on 

removing immediate threats to the 
Syrian government by protecting 
the Alawite regime’s eastern coast 
where Russian airbases and Medi-
terranean fleet are stationed. His 
second priority is to provide effec-
tive air support to the advancing 
Syrian and Iranian ground troops 
and Shia militias confronting Sunni 
militants.

For that purpose, Russia is wast-
ing no time in establishing an infor-
mation centre to coordinate air and 
ground operations among Iranian, 
Syrian and Iraqi militaries.

For Russia’s “boots off the 
ground” campaign to achieve a 
decisive victory, several prereq-
uisites are required. First, the in-
ternational opposition to Russian 
intervention should not material-
ise in the form of asymmetric war-
fare though proxies. Second, the 
international anti-Assad alliance 
should gradually be weakened and 
removed. Third, the international 
and regional stakes in stability 
should overcome priorities for re-
gime change.

Russia is optimistic about achiev-
ing these requirements. It finds lit-
tle urgency among the anti-Assad 
alliance to arm radical Syrian Is-
lamist groups. Europeans, Ameri-
cans and Russians are equally fear-
ful of the “Talibanisation” of Syria.

This is contributing to growing 
divisions among the anti-Assad 
coalition. Egypt, for instance, has 
expressed greater convergence 
with and support for the Russian 
position in the region to curb Sunni 

fundamentalism. Europe, on the 
other hand, has grown increas-
ingly aware of the rising influx of 
refugees flooding Western bor-
ders, largely perceived as a loom-
ing threat against European unity 
and domestic security. European 
enthusiasm for regime change is 
losing steam in favour of stabil-
ity, even if achieved in partnership 
with Syria’s President Bashar As-
sad.

Looking at the battle from the air, 
Putin may appear to be winning the 
ground. More territories may soon 
be captured by the Syrian Army 
supported by Iranian and Shia 
ground troops. Syrian opposition 
groups along with ISIS forces may 
retreat from various areas. Entire 
Sunni populated towns may fall 
into the hands of the Syrian regime 
and Shia allies. Maps may soon be 
redrawn to reveal new fault lines.

On the ground, however, observ-
ers will note that following Russian 
intervention the battle is no longer 
solely about winning or losing Syr-
ian territories. The Russian war-
planes may have only introduced 
new factors that would infuriate 
sectarian grievances and implicate 
Sunni Islam everywhere.

Such a situation is sure to con-
firm suspicions of a new crusade 
and bring the confrontation closer 
to what political scientist Samuel 
Huntington described as the “Clash 
of Civilisations”. In such a struggle, 
Russians’ boots will be destined to 
touch much wider and unanticipat-
ed grounds.

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.

Imad Salamey

Russian President Vladimir Putin (L) meets with Defence Minister 
Sergei Shoigu at the Bocharov Ruchei residence in Sochi, Russia, 
on October 7, 2015. 

In such a struggle, 
Russians’ boots will 
be destined to touch 
much wider and 
unanticipated 
grounds.

Opposition sources 
said they did not 
expect Russia to hit 
the southern area in 
view of its proximity 
to the Israeli-
occupied Golan 
Heights.
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GCC analysts see spectre of Afghanistan in Syria

London

A 

s Russian air strikes en-
tered a second week 
in Syria and Moscow 
announced that “vol-
unteer” ground forces 

would soon join the fight, observ-
ers in Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) states perceive the escalation 
as a last-ditch effort to preserve the 
regime of a long-time Kremlin ally, 
Syrian President Bashar Assad.

Russian jets have pounded ar-
eas controlled by the Islamic State 
(ISIS). However, moderate mem-
bers of the Syrian opposition and 
civilians have also been hit during 
Moscow’s bombardments, much 
to the annoyance of Saudi Arabia, 
Turkey and Qatar, the main backers 
of the moderate opposition in Syria.

Speaking at the UN General As-
sembly, Saudi Foreign Minister 
Adel al-Jubeir said the situation in 
Syria is the worst humanitarian dis-
aster of the current era.

“Yet, the international com-
munity continues to be unable to 
save the Syrian people from the 
killing machine that is being oper-
ated by Bashar al-Assad,” he said, 
underscoring that the conflict has 
claimed more than 240,000 lives 
and driven millions of Syrians from 
the country.

Jubeir called for collective action 
to end the suffering of the Syrian 
people, based on a political solu-
tion as set out in the 2012 Geneva 
communiqué.

He also emphasised that Assad 
and “other perpetrators of crimes” 
should not be part of that process, 

saying: “Those whose hands are 
stained with the blood of the Syr-
ian people” have no place in a “new 
Syria”.

Gulf analysts for the most part 
have been critical of the Russian 
incursion. In a recent column Saudi 
analyst Nawaf Obaid warned: “The 
recent Russian military moves — far 
from leading to the defeat of the 
militant group — have increased the 
risk that the Syrian conflict and the 
fight against ISIS will escalate into a 
full-blown proxy war.”

Jamal Khashoggi, a well-known 
Saudi journalist who covered the 
Soviet invasion of Afghanistan 
(1979-89), cautioned that Russia’s 
involvement in Syria would make 
Assad’s crimes pale in comparison.

“The Russians are ugly in their 
wars,” Khashoggi wrote. “They 
destroy the land and its people 
in order to kill one fighter. This is 
what they did in Afghanistan. They 
displaced 5 million Afghanis from 
their country in one year, making 
them the largest number of refu-
gees from one country.”

However, retired Saudi general 
and military strategist Anwar Es-
hki sees benefits to the Russian in-
tervention in Syria. “The Russian 
operation is complicated because 
of the reality on the ground,” Eshki 
said.

According to Eshki, Russian 
authorities are aware that ISIS’s 
equivalent of minister of defence 
— what they refer to as the “Emir of 
Jihad” — is one of the former Soviet 
Union’s biggest enemies, known as 
Abu Omar al-Shishani.

“Moreover, there are thousands 
of Chechnya fighters in Syria and 
Moscow knows that when the war 
is over these fighters are going to 
go home and turn their attention 

there,” he said.
With regards to the targeting of 

civilians and the moderate oppo-
sition, Eshki said this was due to 
faulty intelligence from pro-Assad 
supporters, including Iran and Hez-
bollah.

“I think it’s important to support 
Russia in removing these terrorists 
from Syria but the concerned Gulf 
states need to be involved in the 
aftermath and work with Russia, 
so not alienating Moscow is impor-
tant,” he added.

However, the prospects of a GCC 
military response is highly unlikely 
according to Fahad Nazer, a politi-
cal analyst at JTG Inc. “Given that 
the Saudi-led coalition in Yemen 
is yet to achieve its objective of re-

storing President [Abd Rabbo Man-
sour] Hadi’s government in Sana’a, 
it seems unlikely that the Saudis 
would become militarily involved 
in Syria in the near future,” Nazer 
said.

“It is one thing for Saudi Arabia 
to fight the Houthis and their allies 
across the border in Yemen. It is 
something very different to project 
its military power into Syria where 
Russia, Iran and Hezbollah are ac-
tively supporting Assad,” he added.

Nazer pointed out that while 
there is wide support in Saudi 
Arabia for diplomatic outreach to 
Russia, Moscow’s recent military 
involvement in Syria has been met 
by dismay by officials and Saudis at 
large.

A consortium of Saudi clerics not 
affiliated with the government is-
sued a religious decree calling for 
jihad against the Assad regime, 
Russia and Iran. The online state-
ment, which echoed the calls for ji-
had during the Soviet Union’s inva-
sion of Afghanistan, was signed by 
a number of scholars with a history 
of opposing the Saudi government.

In October 2013, Saudi Arabia’s 
grand mufti, the kingdom’s high-
est religious authority, urged Sau-
dis to refrain from fighting in Syria. 
Sheikh Abdulaziz al-Sheikh issued 
a fatwa emphasising that jihad in 
Syria was “not obligatory”.

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

US Secretary of State John Kerry (R) meets with Adel al-Jubeir, Minister of Foreign Affairs of Saudi 
Arabia, in New York, on September 26, 2015.

Mohammed Alkhereiji
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Fear of ISIS, emboldened Israel, shape Egypt’s stance on Syria

Cairo

F 

ear of the Islamic State 
(ISIS) seeping out of Syria 
and into Jordan and conse-
quently near Egypt’s bor-
ders has pushed Cairo to 

lobby for restoring Syrian statehood 
and shoring up the legitimate gov-
ernment in Damascus, analysts say.

There are also fears in Cairo that 
the collapse of Syria’s army will 
create a much weaker Arab front 
against Israel.

“The collapse of the Syrian Army 
and the destruction of Syria’s state 
institutions just mean that an im-
portant regional player is totally out 
of the power game in this region,” 
Egypt’s former foreign minister 
Mohamed al-Orabi said. “This will 
leave the Egyptian Army with the 
burden of defending Arab interests 
alone.”

Egypt has viewed the Syrian Army 
as an integral part of its power. 
When it launched a military offen-
sive against Israel in 1973 to recap-
ture the Sinai peninsula, occupied 
by Israel in 1967, Cairo acted in co-
ordination with Syria, which staged 
an offensive to recapture the Golan 
Heights, occupied by Israel six years 
earlier. The countries also used to 
have a common defence pact.

Egypt signed a peace treaty with 
Israel in 1978 and has maintained 
the peace with the Jewish state, 
even though in a cold manner. How-
ever, there are few illusions in Egypt 
about the peace. Some Egyptians 
say the peace treaty can falter any 
time, especially if Israel tries to re-
occupy Sinai.

By bucking a general anti-Syri-
an President Bashar Assad trend, 

though, Egypt may be jeopardising 
its ties with important Arab allies, 
including Saudi Arabia, which gave 
Egypt billions of dollars in aid, keep-
ing it afloat during its political and 
economic turmoil in the past two 
years.

Saudi Arabia and regional allies 
Qatar and Turkey have been arming 
and training the Syrian opposition 
since the beginning of the Syrian 
civil war. The three countries con-
sider Shia Iran-backed Assad to be at 
the centre of a Sunni-Shia regional 

struggle for supremacy.
The three countries have called 

for Assad’s removal from power but 
that is not the view generally held in 
decision-making centres in Cairo.

Orabi says Egypt is least con-
cerned about whether Assad stays 
in power or leaves.

“Egypt only works to protect Syria 
as a state, whose collapse will cause 
many problems to Egypt,” he said.

Political science Professor Walid 
Kazziha, of the American University 
in Cairo, says a power vacuum in 
Syria would allow the country to fall 
into the hands of terrorist organisa-
tions.

“Libya provides us with a strong 
example about how countries turn 
to chaos when the central govern-
ment falls down,” said Kazziha.

To prevent this vacuum, Egypt 
talks to regional players, tries to 
convince the Syrian opposition to 
have a unified stance and also ap-
parently is in communication with 
the government in Damascus.

Syrian intelligence chief Ali Mam-
louk was in Cairo in September. In 
an interview a few weeks ago, Assad 
referred to the presence of security 
coordination between his regime 
and Egypt.

There have also been media re-
ports about shipments of Egyptian 
missiles and ammunition sent to As-
sad by sea. Cairo has not confirmed 
such reports. If they prove to be 
true, they would mark a clear policy 
shift on Syria.

The Muslim Brotherhood whole-
heartedly backed the Syrian opposi-
tion against Assad. In October 2012, 
Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood-affil-
iated president Muhammad Morsi 
severed diplomatic ties with Damas-
cus and announced full support for 
the anti-Assad opposition.

That Morsi’s regime and his Mus-
lim Brotherhood movement sent ji-
hadists and arms to the opposition 
was confirmed in 2012 by Safwat 
Hegazi, a preacher and a strong sup-
porter of Morsi, who is now in jail.

The change of mind in Cairo, 
meanwhile, is based on national 
fears that, with Assad’s army wiped 
out, ISIS may have an easy ride 
through the heart of Jordan and into 
Egypt’s Sinai through the Gulf of 
Aqaba.

Egypt fights against an ISIS sur-
rogate in Sinai already. Called Sinai 
Province, the militant group has at-
tacked army troops and police in the 
north-eastern peninsula for almost 
two years. It wants to create an Is-
lamic caliphate in Sinai.

“With ISIS taking root and grow-
ing in neighbouring Libya, Egypt 
has reasons to fear from more ISIS 
terrorists arriving in from Jordan in 
case Syria falls down,” security ex-
pert Khaled Okasha said.

This might explain repeated meet-
ings between Egyptian President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi and King Abdul-
lah II of Jordan since the Egyptian 
leader came to power in June 2014. 
They met ten times from June 2014 
through May 2015.

A few months ago, Egypt’s former 
foreign minister Ahmed Aboul Gheit 
called for the deployment of the 
Egyptian Army in Jordan if ISIS at-
tacked the Hashemite kingdom.

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

Amr Emam

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi (C), Defence Minister 
Sedki Sobhi and Chief of Staff Mahmoud Hegazy visit the 
Unknown Soldier Memorial, in commemoration of the 1973 
October War, in Cairo, on October 4, 2015.

Egypt may be 
jeopardising its ties 
with important Arab 
allies, including 
Saudi Arabia.
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Beirut

F 

rench Foreign Minister 
Laurent Fabius linked 
Paris’s recent decision to 
investigate alleged crimes 
against humanity com-

mitted by Syrian President Bashar 
Assad’s regime with the need to 
react to “crimes that offend the hu-
man conscience”.

The French move is also seen to 
be politically motivated as Paris 
seeks to strengthen its hand in Syr-
ia should the Russians and some 
Western countries try to grant As-
sad’s regime a role in the future of 
the country.

Fabius said that graphic evidence 
provided by a photographer of the 
Syrian military police, known for 
security reasons as “Caesar”, in-
dicated that thousands of Syrians 
had been tortured to death, some 
with their eyes gouged out and 
“others starved to death in the pris-
ons of the regime”.

This “demonstrates the system-
atic cruelty of the Assad regime… It 
is our responsibility to act against 
the impunity of the killers,” he said.

“Caesar” defected in July 2013 
with some 55,000 photos. The 
French Foreign Ministry studied 
the pictures and forwarded infor-

mation to Paris prosecutors, allow-
ing for the opening of an investiga-
tion.

From a French viewpoint, the 
decision to investigate alleged 
crimes against humanity in Syrian 
is seen as a reminder that Assad 
cannot — for moral reasons — be a 
partner either in the fight against 
the Islamic State (ISIS) or as part 
of any diplomatic solution to the 
Syrian conflict, in which more than 
240,000 people have been killed, 
millions displaced and which trig-
gered mass exodus of Syrian refu-
gees.

For Thomas Pierret, a French lec-
turer in contemporary Islam and 
Middle Eastern Studies at the Uni-
versity of Edinburgh, the investiga-
tion is “a way to counter the evo-
lution by some Western countries 
towards the idea of a rapproche-
ment with Assad”.

“The crimes against humanity 
probe is a trump card that allows 
France to try to spoil attempts to 
rehabilitate Assad,” Pierret noted.

And, indeed, as the judicial move 
against Assad was made public, 
French President François Hollande 
was at the United Nations saying 
that the Syrian president had to go.

The investigation also aims to si-
lence internal criticism on France’s 
stand regarding the Syrian presi-
dent. Voices on the right and left of 
the French political spectrum are 
calling for cooperation with Assad 
against ISIS to fight terrorist threats 
at home and stop the influx of Syr-
ian refugees.

Critics say air strikes by the US-
led alliance are not enough to de-
feat ISIS, adding that victory can 
only be achieved by troops in the 
field, specifically the Syrian Army 

and its allies.
France’s fears of seeing Assad 

stay in power were enhanced by 
Russia’s military intervention in 
Syria, which will make it hard, ac-
cording to French analysts, to reach 
a diplomatic solution to the con-
flict.

Pierret echoed those fears. “The 
Russian intervention might very 
well make any negotiated settle-
ment useless as a strong Assad 
won’t feel the need to reach a com-
promise and impossible as Russians 
are focusing on moderate rebel 
groups with the aim of destroying 
them, a prospect that will leave [us] 
without any credible partner to ne-
gotiate with,” he said.

And, indeed, rather than bomb-
ing exclusively ISIS positions — as 
the US-led coalition would want 
them to do — Russian warplanes are 
targeting “moderate” rebel groups.

French fears are not shared by 
Syrian sources in Damascus, who 
acknowledge privately that the 

Russians know that, despite their 
intervention, Assad’s army and the 
various Shia Hezbollah, Iranian, 
Iraqi, Afghan militias cannot regain 
full control of all of the Syrian terri-
tory and that negotiations will have 
to take place.

Russia’s goal is to strengthen the 
regime’s grip on territory dubbed 
the “useful Syria” — the Mediterra-
nean coast, including the port cities 
of Latakia and Tartus and the Ala-
wite hinterland, Homs and Hama in 
central Syria and Damascus with its 
outskirts.

The military escalation in Syria 
coincides with a plan by UN envoy 

Staffan de Mistura to revive diplo-
matic talks between the regime and 
the opposition. De Mistura, whose 
plan has been endorsed by the 
UN Security Council, is to set four 
working groups that would tackle 
the humanitarian needs of the pop-
ulation, political and constitutional 
reform, military issues and recon-
struction.

The end result of such inter-Syr-
ian talks would be endorsed by the 
Security Council as the basis of an 
agreement, paving the way for a 
new peace conference on Syria.

Pierret, unconvinced, said: 
“What Putin is doing in Chechnya 
since the end of the ‘90s gives us a 
pretty good idea on the type of ‘re-
forms’ he is envisioning for Syria, 
which is a scenario that would have 
Assad’s regime negotiate and rec-
oncile with himself .”

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

France to 
investigate 
crimes against 
humanity in Syria
Dominique Roch

Trump card. French President François Hollande (R) meets with Syrian opposition leader Khaled 
Khoja at the UN in New York, on September 28th.
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its hand in Syria.

Obama in Syria: Blind man’s bluff

U 

S President Barack 
Obama recently told 
the UN General 
Assembly that the 
Islamic State (ISIS) 
could not be 

defeated in Syria if President 
Bashar Assad remained in office.

What the president conveni-
ently forgot to say was that when 
he began his campaign against 
ISIS in 2014, the American focus 
was solely on Iraq, with little 
consideration for how to fight the 
group in Syria.

Worse, at the time Obama sent 
a secret letter to Iranian Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei 
assuring him that attacks against 
ISIS in Syria would not target 
Assad’s forces. Somehow, Obama 
did not see a link then between 
Assad’s remaining in office and 
ISIS expansion in Syria.

Obama’s mood has revealed 
something recurrent in the 
United States’ consideration of 
the Syrian conflict: The president 
has remained blind to the broader 
implications of the war there and 
thus what led to the emergence of 
jihadi groups in the country. Even 
Obama’s more recent statements 

about Assad, while true, failed 

to define a strategy for getting rid 
of the Syrian leader. The United 
States still views the war in Syria 
as important mainly because of 
ISIS.

The Russians grasped this early 
on and ran with it. In March, CIA 
Director John Brennan displayed 
US ambiguity when he told the 
Council on Foreign Relations that 
the last thing the administration 
wanted to see was ISIS and Jabhat 
al-Nusra “walk into Damascus”. 
Brennan added: “None of us, 
Russia, the United States, 
coalition and regional states, 
wants to see a collapse of the 
government and political institu-
tions in Damascus.”

That is why Russia’s ambassa-
dor to the United Nations, Vitaly 
Churkin, told CBS recently that 
the Americans “don’t want the 
Assad government to fall… They 
want to fight [ISIS] in a way which 
is not going to harm the Syrian 
government.”

Churkin’s conclusion was 
reasonable. In its systematic 
desire to reduce the Syrian war to 
ISIS, the Obama administration 
has signed on to the logic the 
ambassador outlined: If weaken-
ing Assad benefits ISIS, the 
United States will not weaken 
Assad.

The Obama administration has 
often had a one-dimensional 
approach to the Middle East, 
reducing policy to digestible 
chunks and failing to formulate 
integrated reactions to related 
regional issues. That is one reason 
why Washington has been so poor 
at strategy in recent years, 

appearing bewildered at every 
new turn in the Arab world.

 It is also why Obama has no real 
plan for Syria, merely reacting to 
events after they happen while 
making general affirmations that 
invariably are belied by reality.

George Kennan, the US diplo-
mat and person most associated 
with the policy of containment of 
the Soviet Union, once lamented 
the ease with which US officials 
made public statements that they 
had no means of implementing. 
This has been standard fare on 
Syria, with Obama and others 
repeatedly saying Assad is 
finished, only for him to remain.

When will the Americans 
realise that ISIS is only one part of 
a far more complicated situation 
— in Syria, Iraq and even Libya? In 
Obama’s foolish desire to treat the 
symptoms of ISIS and not the 
cause, the United States is getting 
nowhere. The administration can 
make all the statements it wants, 
but unless it is willing to arm its 
allies and cut the Gordian knot of 
the Assad presence, no one 
should take its remarks about 
Assad too seriously.

The most ludicrous extension 
of American thinking was the 
effort to train “moderate” Syrian 
rebels to fight ISIS. The pro-
gramme was a failure from the 
start, largely because a vast 
majority of Syrians view the 
battle against Assad as the 
priority. They did not appreciate 
being turned by the Americans 
into mercenaries to fight ISIS on 
the United States’ behalf.

Did no one see the problem in 

Washington? The egoism was 
astonishing: because fighting ISIS 
was an American urgency, so too 
should it have been for the 
Syrians. That was patently not the 
case, however, and now the 
useless scheme has been 
scrapped.

Terrorism is a major problem 
but in the Middle East — Syria and 
Iraq in particular — it is one of 
many. For the West, a terrorist is 
someone who may disrupt one’s 
secure, prosperous existence; in 
many Arab societies, there is no 
security and prosperity to 
disrupt.

But the larger question today is 
what does the US obsession with 
terrorism mean in Syria? Obama 
may publicly want Assad to go 
but, as long as there is no clear 
transition away from him, the 
United States will implicitly back 
a Russian effort to strengthen the 
Syrian state, even if it means that 
US-backed rebels are attacked and 
lose territory.

The Russians have read 
Obama’s fears well. Churkin is 
correct in saying that Washington 
will always prefer Assad to the 
jihadi groups threatening his 
regime. American voices may be 
rising but when the White House 
judges everything by the bench-
mark of terrorism, the reality is 
that Obama won’t readily hinder 
Russia.

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

Michael 
Young

View point
Obama has 
no real plan 
for Syria, 
merely 
reacting to 
events after 
they happen.

The president has 
remained blind to the 
broader implications of 
the war.
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raq is registering a frightening rise in cholera cases. At least 1,000 
people have been affected by the epidemic. 

According to the Iraqi Health Ministry, lower water levels in the 
Euphrates are to blame for contamination of water reserves used 
for farming and drinking. 

Climate change, as reflected by unusually high temperatures of 
last summer, is likely to have been a factor.

But Iraqis, who complain of the steady deterioration of water and 
sewage systems, have taken to the streets to protest fraying public 
services. That includes lack of hygiene and inadequate medical care in a 
country where hospitals suffer shortages of medicine and personnel. 
There is, however, no shortage of security problems.

Despite emergency measures instituted by Iraqi Prime Minister Haider 
al-Abadi, the country’s generally precarious health conditions will 
complicate the government effort. Through the years, regional wars and 
sectarian strife have adversely affected the state’s capacity to provide 
medical care and prevent and control diseases. Thousands of doctors 
have left the country and many others were killed. Migration is a tempt-
ing option for many Iraqis, including the remaining medical workers.

War is creating an even worse health crisis in Syria. Polio, eradicated in 
Syria in 1999, has made a comeback, especially among refugees. Accord-
ing to Save the Children, 60% of the country’s hospitals and 38% of 
primary health facilities have been destroyed.

Poor living conditions make the internally displaced populations in 
Syria and Iraq vulnerable to disease and epidemics. The International 
Committee of the Red Crescent is warning against the rise of typhoid and 
cholera cases in Yarmouk and Aleppo. The number of typhoid cases in 
the Yarmouk camp reached 90 in September, according to the Palestinian 
relief agency.

Medical experts warn of the risk of cholera, tuberculosis, the MERS 
coronavirus, polio and new strains of bird flu. There have been reports of 
leishmaniasis, the flesh-eating infection, in parts of Syria.

Medical facilities in Jordan, Lebanon and Turkey can hardly keep up 
with the mounting health needs of the refugee population they are 
hosting.

Making matters worse in Syria and Iraq is the use by the Islamic State 
(ISIS) of dams and water resources as a weapon of war. The brutal terror 
organisation is reportedly depriving populations outside its control of a 
fresh water supply. It is diverting water to such places as Raqqa to 
showcase the success of the “Islamic caliphate”. Reports point, however, 
to failure of ISIS to properly manage the health risks in areas under its 
control, further complicating the already complicated health crisis.

The health crisis is not limited to Syria and Iraq. War in Yemen is 
making the health situation there even more dire. The World Health 
Organisation (WHO) warned against the spread of disease in Yemen as a 
result of the deterioration of the water supply, waste disposal and 
sanitation systems. From March to September, more than 1,600 cases of 
dengue fever were reported in Taiz province, according to the WHO.

As war escalates in Syria and Iraq and grinds on in Yemen, the interna-
tional community should be aware of the rising risks of disease and 
epidemics in the Middle East. Greater regional and global solidarity is 
necessary.

Middle East is at risk of a 
major health crisis

Editorial

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Russia’s Syrian 
intervention raises a 
storm of questions

R 

ussia’s unexpected 
military intervention 
intended to bail out 
Syrian President 
Bashar Assad will have 
far-reaching conse-

quences and raises a slew of 
questions for which there are no 
immediate answers.

One of the important questions 
that will certainly be asked of the 
intelligence community — the CIA, 
the National Security Agency and 
the 15 other services in the United 
States alone as well as agencies in 
other countries — is why it failed to 
predict such an important devel-
opment.

What use is it to spend billions of 
dollars every year on intelligence 
gathering when the community 
fails to even suspect something of 
this magnitude?

The Obama administration’s 
budget request for the fiscal year 
2016 included $53.9 billion for the 
National Intelligence Program. The 
US Department of Defense 
requested $17.9 billion for the 
Military Intelligence Program.

How that money is spent 
remains a closely guarded secret, 
along with most of the work 
carried out by these programmes. 
Unlike other US government 
departments and agencies, the 
budget details dedicated to 
intelligence gathering are not 
published and are known only to a 
select few.

But then again we don’t know 
that they didn’t know. In keeping 
with the tradition of operating in 
the shadows, the CIA may well 
have had intelligence on Russia’s 
intentions but chose to keep it 
away from public consumption.

Russia’s Syrian adventure indeed 
raises far more questions in other 
circles of government.

Though it may not be immedi-
ately apparent, sending 
Russian troops to the 
Levant will change the 
course of history and very 
possibly redraw some of 
the region’s geography.

Among this slew of 
questions that are likely to 
be asked in the days and 
weeks ahead is why Russia 
decided to commit itself 

militarily in a region of the world 
where the victories of outside 
forces can be counted on the 
fingers of one hand. Add to that the 

still-fresh memory of the great 
Soviet fiasco in Afghanistan and 
you begin to wonder why Russia, 
whose economy is stretched rather 
thin and has taken a big hit with the 
falling price of oil, commits to help 
a failing government, one that 
most world leaders want to see 
replaced.

One indication that something 
important may have been afoot and 
quite possibly missed by not only 
the intelligence community but by 
the media in general has been the 
constant flow of world leaders to 
Moscow over the past few months.

For the United States, if indeed it 
did miss the boat on this one, it 
means that the close relationship 
once enjoyed by succeeding US 
administrations with countries 
such as Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and 
the United Arab Emirates is no 
longer. For the United States, that 
should be something worth 
worrying about.

 Russia’s motivation could have 
stemmed from a number of issues, 
not least the general lack of 
direction in foreign policy emanat-
ing from the White House. The 
generally accepted reasons include 
the need for the Russian Mediter-
ranean fleet to have access to 
warm-water ports and the Assad 
regime has been a guarantee of 
Russian continued use of Tartus 
and Latakia.

Another reason cited for Russia’s 
actions is that there is a long 
history between Moscow and 
Damascus and Russian President 
Vladimir Putin is simply being 
faithful to an old ally. That ration-
ale is not likely to have enough 
pull, although one can see why the 
Russians would want to push that 
angle over the others. It makes for 
great PR.

Still, Russia’s involvement in the 
Middle East comes with very 
high-risk returns. It raises the level 
of extending the conflict in the 
region, making the possibility of 
escalation quite real. It also 
increases the danger of introducing 
new weapons into the conflict.

And if history is anything to go 
by, it’s only a matter of time before 
today’s allies become tomorrow’s 
enemies.

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

Claude Salhani

Russia’s involvement 
in the Middle East 
comes with very 
high-risk returns.

P u b l i s h e d  b y  A l  A r a b  P u b l i s h i n g  H o u s e

Al Arab Publishing House
Kensington Centre 
66 Hammersmith Road 
London W14 8UD, UK 

Tel: (+44) 20 7602 3999 
Fax: (+44) 20 7602 8778

Contact editor at: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

 

 
Subscription & Advertising:
Ads@alarab.co.uk
Tel 020 3667 7249

Mohamed Al Mufti
Marketing & Advertising 
Manager

Tel (Main) +44 20 6702 3999
Direct:        +44 20 8742 9262
www.alarab.co.uk

Al Arab Publishing House
Kensington Centre 
66 Hammersmith Road 
London W14 8UD, UK 

Tel: (+44) 20 7602 3999 
Fax: (+44) 20 7602 8778

Publisher 
and Group Executive Editor

Haitham El-Zobaidi, PhD

Editor-in-Chief
Oussama Romdhani

Deputy Editor-in-Chief 
Dalal Saoud

Senior Editor
John Hendel 

Chief Copy Editors
Jonathan Hemming

and Richard Pretorius

Analysis Section Editor
 Ed Blanche

Opinion Section Editor 
Claude Salhani 

East/West Section Editor 
Mark Habeeb

Levant Section Editor 
Jamal Halaby

Gulf Section Editor
Mohammed Alkhereiji

Society and Travel 
Sections Editor

 Samar Kadi

Correspondents
Tom Dinham (London), 

Dominique Roch (Beirut), 
Houda Ferjani (Paris), 

and Justin Salhani (Washington)



7October 9, 2015

OpinionOpinion

B 

arack Obama burst 
onto the national 
scene in the United 
States in 2004 with a 
rousing speech at the 
Democratic National 

Convention. It marked him as a 
gifted orator and future political 
star.

He has lived up to both billings. 
Four years after that speech he 
returned to the convention to 
accept his party’s nomination for 
president, talking a path that 
included his “A More Perfect 
Union” speech regarding race. A 
few months later he was elected 
president of the United States.

Four months into his presi-
dency, Obama travelled to Cairo 
and delivered “A New Begin-
ning”, an attempt to restore the 
United States’ reputation in the 
Muslim world, a standing that 
had suffered since the attacks of 
9/11. 

Arguably, race relations in the 
United States are no better than 
when Obama was elected — he is 
not to blame for that; it is a 
bubbling up of latent racism — 
and America is viewed no more 
favourably in the Muslim world 
than it was prior to 2009.

Obama also expressed a desire 
for a nuclear weapons-free world 
with a talk in the Czech Republic. 
That position was cited by the 
Norwegian Nobel Committee as 
the reason for awarding Obama 
the 2009 Nobel Peace Prize. 

His acceptance lecture was 
termed a “blockbuster” and a 
speech that “will live on for a long 
time as a text for peacemakers in 
power”.

Alas, like so many of 
Obama’s pronounce-
ments, this one is far from 
approaching reality. 
Former Nobel Peace Prize 
committee chairman Geir 
Lundestad, six years after 
the fact, said he regretted 
the honour for Obama 
because it “didn’t achieve 

what it had hoped for”.
The trait of “great words, little 

deeds” has followed Obama into 
2015.

Obama is not responsible for 

the tragedy that Syria has become 
but his refusal to stand by his own 
words allowed the conflict to 
fester. We can’t know what would 
have happened had he acted 
when Syrian President Bashar 
Assad crossed Obama’s “red 
lines” regarding chemical 
weapons in Syria. However, we do 
know what has happened since 
there was no action: about 
250,000 deaths, millions dis-
placed and a refugee crisis of a 
magnitude not seen in 70 years.

Inaction is tacit permission. 
Since the international commu-
nity didn’t respond to the 
humanitarian crisis spawned by 
Syrian chemical attacks and other 
brutalisations, the situation 
spiralled into ever lower levels of 
hell. It is very possible that early 
action by Obama and other world 
leaders would have forestalled 
the refugee crisis they are now 
scrambling to address. 

If Assad’s forces had been 
stopped shortly after the first 
chemical weapons attack in 

March 2013, the situation in Syria 
may have developed in a very 
different way.

Obama is likely — and rightly — 
looking at Iraq and Libya as 
examples for what happens when 
a longtime ruthless dictator is 
removed without a viable 
replacement at hand.

Those are scary outcomes, to be 
sure, but is it then morally right 
to leave in place, to use Obama’s 
words before the UN General 
Assembly, “tyrants like Bashar 
al-Assad who drops barrel bombs 
to massacre innocent civilians…”?

Are these just words floating in 
a vacuum of leadership? Is it 
creating a space apparently filled 
by a militant Russia — using 
actions rather than words — bent 
on propping up Assad?

No one wants Syria to devolve 
into what Iraq and Libya are 
suffering through but Syria is 
nonetheless mightily suffering. 
No one wants a huge military 
enterprise that would, to para-
phrase a US officer from another 

era, destroy the country to save 
the country.

There are small steps that can 
be implemented — perhaps a 
no-fly zone to limit Assad’s 
barrel-bomb campaign, for 
example. The United States is 
already flying combat missions 
over Syria to battle the Islamic 
State (ISIS); the assets are in 
place.

But we are left with inaction. 
Politically expedient; morally 
questionable.

President Obama talks but it is 
not presidential talk. Presidential 
speech is backed with conviction 
and action. People — friends and 
foes — have to believe a leader 
means what he says and is 
prepared to act on it. 

Obama, gifted orator and 
politician, has little more than a 
year left to add the more impor-
tant title of leader to his résumé.

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

S 

yrian toddler Aylan 
Kurdi’s dead body, 
swept ashore by the 
waves, along with his 
brother and mother, 
aroused public outrage 

in Europe. It coincided with 
scenes of Syrian refugees 
stranded at sea and on land or 
stuck in Hungary with authorities 
there trying to prevent them from 
crossing to Western countries 
where they hoped to find a safe 
place to live.

What we have here is not a 
problem of refugees who have left 
their country on their own choice 
simply to look for a better life 
somewhere else.

 This is a real human tragedy in 
the full sense of the term: the 
victims of a horrendous war who 
have been deprived of safety, 
homes and means of making a 
living.

The European official and 
public sympathy over the plight of 

the refugees does a lot of 
good for their cause but 
this sympathy has be 
elevated and matched by 
action. The problem of 
the Syrians is not 
confined to those who 
are seeking asylum in 
Europe. There are 
millions more who 
sought refuge in the 
neighbouring countries 

such as Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan, 
Iraq and Egypt, with millions 
more who are internal refugees in 

their own country.
More efforts should be made to 

make it clear to the world that 
these people are victims of a 
regime that has aimed to suppress 
the aspirations of Syrian citizens 
to freedom and to a dignified life 
by using all the lethal weapons in 
its arsenal: warplanes, tanks, 
artillery and conventional and 
barrel bombs. More than 240,000 
Syrians have been killed in the 
conflict, vast neighbourhoods 
destroyed and thousands of 
people opposed to the Assad 
regime detained.

The underlying reality, one 
impossible to ignore, is that the 
Syrian regime is responsible for 
the tragedies in the country, 
including the refugee problem 
and the depopulation of villages 
and towns it considers hotbeds 
for breeding opposition.

 The Assad regime, in coopera-
tion with Iran, is intent on 
effecting changes in the demo-
graphic map of Syria.

The attempt to find a solution 
to the Syrian refugee problem 
should first and foremost treat the 
root cause — the Assad regime’s 

mass killing of civilians and the 
bombing of populated areas with 
the use of barrel and vacuum 
bombs. 

There is an urgent need for the 
expulsion of foreign armed 
groups, including pro-Iran 
militias, as a step to allow Syrian 
refugees to go back to their 
homes. Obviously, this cannot be 
done with Bashar Assad, who 
treats Syria as if it were his private 
property, still in power.

The international community 
should put an end to a regime that 
is killing its people and destroying 
their property in an effort to 
continue ruling a country the 
Assad family have been governing 
since 1970.

One is perplexed at this reluc-
tance on the part of world powers 
to stop the Syrian tragedy. Is it 
because Syria has borders with 
Israel? Is it because Syria is not an 
oil-producing country? Or is it 
because it occupies a geostrategic 
position that has Russia vying 
with the United States and other 
powers for spheres of influence?

It seems that in the answers to 
these questions lies the fate of the 
Syrian people and with them the 
possible end to their unbearable 
sufferings.

Majed Kayali is a Palestinian 
writer. His commentary was 
translated and adapted from the 
Arabic. It was initially published 
by the London-based Al Arab 
newspaper.

John Hendel

Majed Kayali

We are left with 
inaction. Politically 
expedient; morally 
questionable.

The international 
community should 
put an end to a 
regime that is killing 
its people.

Great words, little deeds

The Syrian regime is responsible for the refugee tragedy

A year to go. US President Barack Obama at the United Nations in New York, on September 28, 2015.

Endless flow. Syrian refugees ride in army vehicles after crossing 
into Jordanian territory with their families, on September 10th.
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Washington

W 

hen the Islamic 
State (ISIS) took 
over the western 
Iraqi city of Ramadi 
on May 17th, there 

was a sense of urgency in Washing-
ton and Baghdad to hit back with an 
offensive. This uplifting momen-
tum through the summer began 
to fade in the fall, as a stalemate 
settled on the outskirts of Ramadi 
and the northern ISIS-held city of 
Mosul.

Priorities in Iraq have shifted and 
Russian air strikes on Syria have ex-
posed the subtle US-Iraqi coopera-
tion to defeat the Islamic group.

“We have always been very clear 
that this is an Iraqi-led operation 
and that the timetable for any of-
fensive will be set by them,” US 
Defense Department spokeswoman 
Commander Elissa Smith said in 
August. “We are focused on getting 
the Iraqi forces adequately trained 
and equipped and the plan synchro-
nised. Efforts to train and advise 
Iraqi forces are ongoing at multiple 
sites across Iraq, with cooperation 
from our coalition partners.”

The Obama administration 
scrambled in May 2014 to acceler-
ate the pace of weapons transfer 
and training of Iraqi tribes to set the 
stage for an Iraqi-led offensive to re-
capture Ramadi, a 90-minute drive 
from Baghdad. Mosul has been sys-
tematically isolated by Iraqi forces 
and ISIS is showing signs of vulner-
ability there.

According to the Pentagon, the 
slow, methodical approach of the 
Iraqi forces’ advance aims to limit 
property destruction and civilian 
casualties. However, other than 
Kurdish groups’ success against 
ISIS around Kirkuk, there has been 
a stalemate on the battlefield. Ana-
lysts are divided as to why.

James Jeffrey, a fellow at the 
Washington Institute for Near East 
Policy and former ambassador to 
Iraq and Turkey, said the United 
States “will have to employ far more 
air power far more effectively with 
looser rules of engagement and at 
least a few thousand US troops on 
the ground to do air spotting, advis-
ing, raiding and, frankly, some US 
combat contingents to stiffen [the 
Iraqis’] spine to get an offensive go-
ing”.

“Priority should be retake Ramadi 
and isolate Falluja,” he added.

Michael O’Hanlon, a senior fellow 
at the Brookings Institution, had an-
other take and noted that the limits 
of the Iraqi troops are “a great con-
cern because there is only so much 
that air power can do in this kind of 
campaign”.

“There is also the fact that half 
the army melted away in recent 
years due to politics and nepotism 
and also the fact that ISIS is fairly 
formidable,” he said.

Compared to one year ago, mobi-
lisation calls by Iraqi leaders have 
succeeded in shielding Shia areas 
from a potential ISIS offensive. This 
sense of security allowed protesters 
in Baghdad to shift the focus in Iraq 
on July 31st by taking to the streets 
to demand better public services, 
which emboldened Prime Minis-
ter Haider al-Abadi to announce 
an ambitious reform package. On-
going political pressure on Abadi 

cast doubts on his ability to follow 
through.

Jeffrey said Abadi can still im-
plement reforms and maintain the 
unity of the country if the Shia coa-
lition “listens to him”, referring to 
Grand Ayatollah Ali Sistani and the 
protesters who called for reforms, 
“not the allies of Iran”. But “the jury 
is still out” on whether Abadi will 
manage to succeed on the political 
front or at least “clear away some of 
the underbrush and excessive gov-
ernment [corruption] at mid-level 
positions”, O’Hanlon said.

A new dimension to the Iraqi 
scene is the Russian air strikes on 
neighbouring Syria, which prompt-
ed calls by Iraqi leaders, in particu-
lar Sistani and Abadi, for Moscow to 
expand its target list to include ISIS 
in Iraq. 

A senior US administration offi-
cial downplayed any strategic im-
plications of an alliance between 
Moscow and Baghdad, stating that 

the Russians “have little to give the 
Iraqis since they have few assets in 
Iraq”.

Smith noted that Russia “has an-
nounced publicly that its air opera-
tions in Syria will not be extended 
to Iraq”.

“We have consistently said that 
we welcome a Russian role in fight-
ing ISIS. However, we are concerned 
by reports that Russian strikes in 
Syria targeted moderate opposi-
tion groups, rather than ISIS and we 
have made those concerns clear to 
the Russians,” she said.

However, Jeffrey pointed out that 
any Russian action in Iraq “would 

be totally objectionable to any US 
administration interested in pre-
serving stability and the US security 
role in the region”.

“Tragically there is real doubt 
whether President [Barack] Obama 
sees things that way. He has sur-
prised us frequently since the 2013 
Syria’s red line disaster with posi-
tions that seemingly fly in the face 
of US interests,” he added.

O’Hanlon said that if Russian air 
strikes are “de-conflicted” from US 
air strikes in Iraq and are “truly in 
service” of the Iraqi government’s 
offensive plan, “they would be 
among the least of our problems”.

Joe Macaron is a political analyst 
specialising in US foreign policy 
in the Middle East. He has worked 
on Middle East Affairs at the 
International Monetary Fund and 
on counterterrorism issues at 
West Point’s Combating Terrorism 
Center.

Baghdad ponders Russia option

Half the army melted 
away in recent years 
due to politics and 
nepotism and also 
the fact that ISIS is 
fairly formidable.

Baghdad

T 

he number of recorded 
cholera cases in Iraq 
passed 1,000 in Septem-
ber with more than 40 
confirmed deaths, vexing 

an already tense population shat-
tered by Sunni-Shia sectarianism 
and violence by Islamic State (ISIS) 
militants.

Health Ministry spokesman Rifaq 
al-Araji said dozens of people had 
been diagnosed with symptoms of 
cholera. He said that, through the 
second week in September, there 
were 1,004 confirmed cases of chol-
era in Iraq.

Faris al-Brifkani, the head of 
Iraq’s parliamentary health com-
mittee, said at least 45 people had 
died from the disease, with about 
half of the fatalities reported in Na-
jaf, 160 kilometres south of Bagh-
dad. Najaf is considered the third 
holiest city for Shia Muslims and 
the centre of Shia political power in 
Iraq.

Araji said the southern Iraqi gov-
ernorate of Muthanna, bordering 
Saudi Arabia, registered the high-
est number of cholera cases. The 
disease was also confirmed in areas 

under ISIS control in the northern 
city of Mosul and the vast desert re-
gion of Anbar, the Sunni heartland.

Cholera is an acute intestinal 
infection caused by ingestion of 
food or water contaminated with 
the bacterium Vibrio cholerae. It 
is a fast-developing infection that 
causes diarrhoea, which can quick-
ly lead to severe dehydration and 
death if treatment is not promptly 
provided.

There were scores of cases in 

Baghdad but the government, con-
cerned about creating public panic, 
has kept a tight lid on details about 
the spread of the disease in the 
capital.

However, precautionary meas-
ures have been taken. The Iraqi 
cabinet allocated $8.4 million for 
buying chlorine and other supplies 
to disinfect water. At least 200,000 
vaccinations have been provided 
by the World Health Organisation 
(WHO) and several thousand peo-

ple have been inoculated, accord-
ing to Health Ministry inspector 
Ahmed al-Saedi.

“We inspected at least 1,101 clin-
ics, private hospitals, laboratories, 
pharmacies and outlets that sell 
medical products and closed 310 
among them, which were found in 
violation of sanitary conditions or 
other reasons hazardous to public 
health,” Saedi said.

A state cell entrusted with re-
viewing civil crises held several 
emergency meetings to examine 
ways to seal off cholera-infected 
areas, according to announcements 
on the state television.

Dr Wafa al-Lami, an internist at a 
Baghdad hospital, said she treated 
tens of cholera cases. “But we were 
instructed by the government to 
refrain from publicising them to 
avoid creating public panic,” she 
said.

Rights activists Fouad al-Jarad 
said keeping the cholera outbreak 
in Baghdad off the public radar “is 
part and parcel of what we say is 
state corruption”.

“People are entitled to know 
about it and hear the real numbers, 
including the fatalities, in Baghdad 
and elsewhere so that they would 
be extra cautious when it comes to 
sanitation,” Jarad said.

Iraq’s water and sewerage sys-

tems are old and infrastructure 
development has been stalled by 
years of violence.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Ab-
adi has ordered hygiene-improving 
measures among them daily water 
quality tests, distribution of bot-
tled water to families displaced due  
to conflict and the installation of 
additional water purification sta-
tions.

Iraq’s Education Ministry has 
delayed the opening of primary 
schools by three weeks to October 
18th to allow the Health Ministry to 
complete precautionary measures 
in schools.

In the cholera outbreak in Iraq 
in 2012, four people died and 300 
others infected, mostly in Kirkuk, 
236 kilometres north of Baghdad, 
and the semi-autonomous Kurdis-
tan region. In 2007, at least 24 peo-
ple died of cholera and more than 
4,000 cases were confirmed.

Iraq faces regular threats from 
other water and food-borne dis-
eases, such as measles, typhoid fe-
ver, hepatitis and Crimean-Congo 
haemorrhagic fever due to poor 
public services and hygiene, ac-
cording to the WHO.

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

Worsening conditions in Iraq trigger spread of cholera
Omar Hejab

An Iraqi man suffering from cholera waits for medical treatment 
at a hospital in Baghdad.

Iraqi artist Mohammed Karim Nihaya touches up a painting of Russian President Vladimir Putin in his studio in Baghdad.
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Egypt’s ‘election economy’ brings in work, money

Women scarce in Egyptian parliament races

Cairo

W 

ith polls due to 
open on October 
17th, these are busy 
days for 48-year-old 
Egyptian calligra-

pher Nour Mabrouk, who is try-
ing to make up for months of slow 
business with a deluge of orders for 
election posters painted the tradi-
tional way with brush on canvas.

“This is the high season for peo-
ple like me,” Mabrouk said. “It is 
probably the time of the year when I 
receive enough work to compensate 
the recession of other days.”

Mabrouk and thousands of other 
Egyptians are part of what can be 
called the “election economy”, one 
that only thrives during the cam-
paign season.

The advent of elections brings 
such people work and profits that 
make up for the tough times they 
often endure other days. Calligra-
phers such as Mabrouk are usually 
at the centre of election propaganda 
in this country of 90 million. When 
this election season dawns, they 
do everything possible with their 
brushes and canvases to fill their 
wallets.

“Although these people are part 
of an invisible economy, I can easily 
say that they make a lot of money 
during the elections,”  economist 
Rashad Abdo said. “They write a 
sizeable portion of election banners 
and this brings them profits.”

Egypt is expected to hold the first 
phase of its parliamentary elec-
tions, the first after the army’s over-
throw of Islamist president Muham-
mad Morsi in July 2013, on October 
17th. The second phase is slated for 
late November.

The independent elections com-
mission accepted the applications 
of 5,424 independent candidates, 
who will be contesting 80% of the 
parliamentary seats and nine po-
litical party lists, whose candidates 
will be contesting the remaining 
20%.

With every independent candi-
date having an election propaganda 
spending limit of 500,000 Egyptian 
pounds (roughly $62,500), there 
is a potential combined election 
propaganda budget of not less than 
2.7 trillion pounds (around $339 
million), supposing that each inde-
pendent candidate will spend the 
500,000 pounds on his or her cam-
paign.

Some of this money should end 
up in Mabrouk’s hands. He prepares 
for the election season beforehand 
by hiring junior calligraphers and 
buying huge amounts of fabrics and 
colours. He then starts contacting 
candidates and offers his services.

His clients range from the famous 
to the very obscure and includes po-
litical newcomers.

He says he does his best to pro-
duce the attention-grabbing elec-
tion banners, ones that end up on 
the streets of Cairo. Some candi-
dates from other provinces also ask 
him to write their election propa-
ganda materials.

“I hope there are elections every 
day,” Mabrouk said.

Egypt had five nationwide votes 
during the past four years, includ-

ing a referendum on a revised ver-
sion of the 2012 constitution and 
presidential elections in 2014.

These votes gave Mabrouk and 
people like him plenty of work, but 
his country’s subsequent turmoil-
induced recession cost him busi-
ness.

When there are no elections, Ma-
brouk receives requests for writing 
school banners and those used in 
the elections of professional unions 
and sports clubs.

Despite this business, he is part of 
a profession being killed off by com-
puter printing and high-tech media 
tools. Most of the election banners 
these days are designed, written 
and printed by computer.

“I have been doing this job for 28 
years now,” said a bespectacled Ma-

brouk. “I can easily notice declin-
ing demand on what I do year after 
year.”

The growing prices of hand-writ-
ten materials as opposed to the low 
cost of computer-printed materials 
also contribute to less demand for 
calligraphers, according to Ashraf 
Khairi, the head of the printing sec-
tion at the Egyptian Industries Fed-
eration. 

He said a computer designer takes 
less time to write an election banner 
and printing is also much quicker.

“This means that a very large 
number of computer-written and 
printed banners can be produced 
every day,” Khairi said. “Technol-
ogy has made things easier, more 
accurate and faster.”

He said a computer-printed ban-

ner can cost less than 50 Egyptian 
pounds (about $6.20). Mabrouk 
charges his clients 50% more be-
cause he includes the cost of the 
fabrics and paint and the time he 
spends in writing the banner.

While competition is increas-
ing, Mabrouk did not want to think 
about the future. He preferred to 
focus on his work. Mabrouk applied 
his brush to a white fabric he placed 
on the wall in front of him and start-
ed writing the name of one of the 
parliamentary candidates.

“The elections give me the things 
I want the most in life: work and 
money,” he said. “These are two 
things I scarcely find on other days.”

Shady Sayed is an Arab Weekly 
contributor based in Cairo.

Cairo

S 

tanding in the parliamen-
tary elections and winning 
a seat was a dream long 
cherished by Fayza Hasabo, 
a longtime campaigner and 

political activist in southern Cairo.
Hasabo is a member of the  Egyp-

tian National Movement Party. The 
party had planned to include her in 
its lists for this year’s elections but 
she said she preferred not to stand 
under the current circumstances.

“The party allocates a very small 
amount of money for the election 
campaigns of its members,” Hasa-
bo, 65, said. “This budget was far 
from enough to help me campaign 
well for my parliamentary bid.”

Hasabo had the option of stand-
ing as an independent in the elec-
tions but, with 60 people contest-

ing the seat in her constituency, 
succeeding as an independent can-
didate would have become nearly 
impossible.

It is equally difficult for thou-
sands of other women. Of the 5,420 
independent candidates standing 
for election and the nine lists sub-
mitted by political parties, 210 — 
around 7% — of the candidates are 
women. That figure underscores 
the challenges facing Egyptian 
women seeking seats in parliament.

“This figure just shows that the 
next parliament will have a very 
limited number of women mem-
bers, supposing that half of the 
female candidates win parliament 
seats in the elections, which is 
also a bit exaggerated,” said Amina 
Shafiq, a leading women’s rights 
campaigner. “The fact is that wom-
en are having many difficulties in 
this regard.”

The parliamentary elections, the 
first since the 2013 uprising that 

ousted Islamist president Muham-
mad Morsi, are to start October 17th 
in about half of Egypt’s provinces.

A total of 120 parliamentary seats 
specified for political parties and 
448 seats specified for independ-
ents are to be contested. Egypt’s 
president, according to election 
law, also has the right to give 28 
seats to figures of his choice. Those 
seats usually go to marginalised 
Christians, women and disabled 
citizens.

The constitution mandates politi-
cal parties to specify half the seats 
in their lists to women. Supposing 
that parties honour the require-
ment, the number of women can-
didates, and consequently parlia-
ment members, will continue to be 
minimal compared to that of men 
as only 120 seats are specified for 
party lists. This means that women 
will be contesting 60 seats in that 
category.

Shafiq said money is a major chal-
lenge for women in the elections, 
especially when it comes to cam-
paigning and distributing informa-
tion.

Money was also the reason Has-
abo pulled out of the parliamen-
tary race altogether. The election 
commission sets a $62,500 limit for 
electoral campaign spending for 
each candidate, but Hasabo said 
her party allocated only a fraction 
of that amount for her campaign.

“The candidates running in the 
elections have enough money to 
spend on their campaigns,” Hasabo 
said. “I have the support of my con-
stituents but money is indispen-
sable for any candidate if he/she 

wants to reach the constituents.”
Money is not the sole challenge 

facing women on the road to po-
litical empowerment, there is also 
a lack of political will to see more 
women in politics as well as cultur-
al impediments.

There has been a derailment of 
a national dream for women’s po-
litical empowerment, a dream that 
formed soon after the revolution 
that ousted autocratic president 
Hosni Mubarak in 2011. Women 
joined men in protests that led to 
the Mubarak regime’s downfall.

After the revolution, there were 
hopes that women would have a 
place on the country’s political 
stage after years of marginalisa-
tion. Women took part in political 
activities, forming alliances and co-
founding political parties. Nearly 
five years later, however, women’s 
political emancipation remains a 
mere wish.

Egypt’s cabinet, which was sworn 
in on September 19th, contains 
three female ministers for the first 
time in years but that is less than 
10% of the 33-member cabinet.

Dalia Ziada, founder of local 
think-tank Egyptian Centre for De-
mocracy Studies, likes to look at 
the bright side of Egypt’s political 
scene.

She says the number of female 
candidates in the parliamentary 
polls is very small compared with 
the number of male candidates. 
“But one needs to know that this 
number is the highest in decades,” 
Ziada said. “In 2010, for example, 
only 1.8% of the candidates were 
women.”

She looks at the percentage speci-
fied for women in political party 
lists and says that Egypt’s women 
are making political gains, if only in 
terms of laws regulating this coun-

try’s political life, even as those 
gains come slowly.

Ziada concedes that away from 
urban centres such as Cairo and the 
coastal city of Alexandria, where 
people are more receptive to the 
idea of a woman political repre-
sentative, women face difficulties.

Shafiq agrees. She says women’s 
political empowerment is a far-
fetched idea in certain parts of 
Egypt.

“I hope that there will be time 
when there are enough women in 
representative and political institu-
tions in this country,” Shafiq said. 
“But looking at the situation at pre-
sent, I think this time will not come 
soon.”

Egyptian calligrapher Nour Mabrouk at work.

Shady Sayed

The advent of 
elections brings 
such people work 
and profits that 
make up for the 
tough times they 
often endure other 
days.

Most of the election 
banners these days 
are designed, 
written and printed 
by computer.

Candidate Nagah Ali Bekheit campaigning and talking with her 
constituents in al-Khanka, south of Cairo.

Candidate Eman Abdel Aziz 
meeting with one of her 
constituents in the Nile Delta.

Shady Sayed

Money is a major 
challenge for women 
in the elections.
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Tunis

T 

unisia rescinded the state 
of emergency imposed 
after a terrorist rampaged 
through a landmark tour-
ism site and killed 38 for-

eign visitors in June.
The attack wreaked havoc on the 

country’s key tourism business and 
stirred concern about terrorism 
risks in the North African country.

Security threats were under-
scored by the September 30th an-
nouncement by the Interior Minis-
try that authorities had seized two 
pickup trucks rigged with explo-
sives aimed at hitting security and 
economic targets in the southern 
province of Medenine, which in-
cludes Djerba island, Tunisia’s tour-
ism hub.

Tunisian President Beji Caid Es-
sebsi said a repeat of the June 26th 
attack on the Kantaoui resort in 
Sousse would cause the collapse of 
the Tunisian state. He declared the 
state of emergency in early July but 
rescinded it October 2nd.

During the two months it was in 
effect, the state of emergency did 
not seem to effect the daily lives of 
Tunisians very much, despite fears 
expressed by human rights organi-
sations that it would fetter free-
doms in the country.

Apart from giving a greater role to 
the army in domestic security, the 
state of emergency allowed authori-
ties to raid homes of suspected ter-
rorists at any time and to bar strikes 
and demonstrations. There were, 
however, strikes and demonstra-
tions in recent weeks.

Tunisian student Seifeddine 

Rezgui, 23, was identified as the 
lone shooter in the Sousse attack. 
He was killed by police after the 
bloody rampage. He was said to 
have received training in Libya.

When announcing the state of 
emergency on July 4th, Caid Esseb-
si cited terrorist threats from across 
the border with Libya.

The security vacuum that has pre-
vailed in Libya since the fall of the 
Qaddafi regime in 2011 has led to 
continued civil strife and to jihadist 
organisations, including the Islamic 
State (ISIS) and the al-Qaeda-affili-
ated Ansar al-Sharia, establishing a 
foothold in Libya.

Hundreds of Tunisians are said 
to have joined such groups, which 
provided terrorist training. A num-
ber of terrorist incidents in Tunisia 
since 2013, including the Sousse at-
tack, have been attributed to Tuni-

sian jihadists trained in Libya.
At the end of September, Tunisian 

troops stopped two bomb-laden 
vehicles crossing from Libya and 
seized arms and documents bear-
ing ISIS symbols. The newspaper 
Al-Chourouk said following the ve-
hicles’ seizure that Tunisia had es-
caped a “catastrophe”.

“The army has dismantled the 
car bombs, which were rigged to 
detonate, one with a bomb belt, the 
other with rocket explosives,” the 
Interior Ministry said.

A month before, Tunisian au-
thorities warned of possible vehicle 
bombings in Tunis and banned traf-
fic in parts of the city after intel-
ligence reports indicated potential 
attacks in the capital

Tunisia’s government in July also 
started building a fence along the 
Libyan border to stop Islamist mili-

tants from slipping across the fron-
tier. Since Tunisia’s 2011 revolution, 
the North African country has seen 
a rise in jihadist extremism, which 
have caused the deaths of scores of 
foreign tourists and dozens of se-
curity forces. Terrorist attacks have 
seriously damaged tourism activ-
ity and have dented the economy 
at large as the leisure business is a 
main earner of foreign currency re-
ceipts.

Britain advised against travel to 
Tunisia after the Sousse attack, in 
which 30 Britons were among the 
victims.  Tour operators TUI and 
Thomas Cook shelved Tunisia pro-
grammes from Britain until at least 
2016. Other European tour opera-
tors switched some programmes 
to other destinations, such as 
 Spain.

Tunisian Tourism Minister Selma 

Elloumi said recently that the num-
ber of visitors was off 20% in 2015, 
through September 10th, to 4 mil-
lion. 

The number of European tourists 
was down 50%, though addition-
al Algerian and Tunisian tourists  
have made up a portion of the dif-
ference. 

The Central Bank of Tunisia said 
tourism revenue in 2015 was down 
76% compared to 2010.

Tourism accounts for about 7% 
of Tunisia’s gross domestic product 
and 15% of its foreign currency rev-
enues. 

Tunisia has cut its economic 
growth forecast to 0.5% for this 
year, down from an initially antici-
pated 3%. In the most recent Global 
Competitiveness Report issued by 
the Davos Forum, Tunisia ranked 
92nd compared to 32nd in 2011.

Tunisia lifts state of emergency, challenges remain
The Arab Weekly staff

Terror damage. A tourist police stands guard at the beach in Sousse.

At the end of 
September, Tunisian 
troops stopped two 
bomb-laden vehicles 
crossing from Libya.

What economic recovery in Tunisia requires

W 

hile Tunisians 
can feel proud 
that they have 
had a rather 
bloodless 
uprising in 2010 

that has led to a democratic 
transition, many of the country’s 
socio-economic ills that had 
triggered the popular revolt have 
not been addressed and have only 
become more apparent in the 
country’s free media environ-
ment. And while numerous 
countries have been helping 
Tunisia and continue to offer 
more help, the question now 
being asked of Tunisian authori-
ties requesting additional 
funding is, “Let’s see your plan?”

A veteran Tunisian diplomat 
bemoans that “people do not want 
to make decisions that may be 
economically painful to part of the 
population, so they simply avoid 
making such decisions”.

Ever since the 2010 uprising, 
successive governments have 
yielded to social demands by 
acquiescing to higher salaries and 
more recruitment of employees in 
public service under trade union 
and street pressures. Terrorist 
incidents rendered the business 
environment even more difficult.

“It has been a less painful deci-
sion for politicians to carry on big 
spending policies to keep people 
happy,” notes an American con-
sultant who has lived many years 
in Tunisia. Rather, Tunisian politi-
cians have been trying to “buy 
people’s happiness by spending 
money hiring friends and relatives 
for already bloated ministries and 
keeping subsidies which the coun-
try can ill afford”.

Tunisian authorities are well 
aware of studies done by organi-
sations such as the World Bank 
and the International Monetary 
Fund that clearly point out the 
country’s problems as well as the 
steps to remedy them. However, 
implementing decisive plans that 
address factors which inhibit eco-
nomic growth, such as the bloated 
bureaucracy and its excessive 
red tape, does not seem a prior-
ity. Queries as to when such plans 
will be implemented are usually 
answered with: “We are studying 
them.”

Tunisia’s social pressures, added 
to domestic and regional security 
threats, have constituted extraor-
dinary challenges since 2011. Even 
before that, Tunisia was plagued 
by an inertia problem. Refusal to 
introduce necessary reforms led to 
economic stagnation and eventu-
ally to social implosion.

Contrast Tunisia with countries 
that have truly shown foreign 
investors that the welcome mat 
is out and that they are “business 
friendly”. The United Arab Emir-
ates, Singapore, Malaysia, Poland, 
the Czech Republic and Turkey 
are a few of the countries that 
have cut the red tape required to 
start a business. All have made the 

process of converting profits into 
exportable currency and changing 
banking regulations to provide the 
opportunity for businesses to take 
advantage of e-commerce. And all 
accomplished these goals in a few 
years.

In the 1990s and early 2000s, 
Tunis used to boast about the op-
portunities available to tech busi-
nesses in Tunisia taking advantage 
of the country’s multilingual and 
relatively well-educated popula-
tion. Many in the tech industry 
did start using Tunisia but not 
for development. Rather, Tunisia 
became the low-cost, low-value as-
sembler for European companies. 
There was little “value added”, 
although value-added jobs were 
what the country needed to pro-
vide for the tens of thousands of 
unemployed college graduates. 

“The problem for a Tunisian who 
has the tech knowledge, who per-
haps studied abroad and returns to 
Tunisia to be a contributor is they 
find that funding sources for tech 
start-ups are nearly non-existent,” 
notes Ahmed Fessi, a Tunisian 
executive who is based in France 
but frequently returns to Tunisia 
and to Algeria for projects.

Unless someone has family 
money, there are essentially no 
funding sources for the creation of 
new products in Tunisia.

“Tunisian banks and venture 
capitalists still do not understand 
the tech world. Here in Tunisia, 
banks do not understand funding 
a concept. Give them a box with 
content, note what it is on the 
invoice and who it is being shipped 
to and what the person will pay… 
this they understand how to fund,” 
Fessi says.

One sector of Tunisia’s economy 
that has done well for certain 
businesses is imports and exports. 
Trade, however, has always been 
overdependent on Europe. As the 
economy in Europe slumped, so 
did Tunisia’s. 

The real reason some of the 
import/export businesses flour-
ished before 2011 was cronyism 
that allowed for exclusive licences 
for imports and distribution-retail 
of goods in the domestic markets, 
as noted in 2014 by a World Bank 
study.

Politically sanctioned crony-
ism encouraged the emergence of 
a more nefarious phenomenon: 
the informal economy, which 
constitutes more than 50% of all 
economic activity in the country.  
Cross-border trafficking in all kinds 
of goods deprives the state of tax 
revenues and finances illicit activi-
ties. It threatens the formal econo-
my and discourages international 
businesses. For years, Tunisian 
authorities promised to make nec-
essary changes for the economy to 
grow. Today, the country faces ad-
ditional challenges that are making 
the economic recovery a struggle. 
But the basics the decision-makers 
need to tackle are still there. 

Tunisia’s political leaders must 
recognise that decisiveness, rather 
than continued delays of needed 
reform, are a benefit of democracy. 
What the people want more than 
anything from its new democracy 
is the economic opportunities that 
can ensue when both foreign and 
domestic business thrive.

Jerry Sorkin is founder and 
president of TunisUSA and Iconic 
Journeys Worldwide.

Jerry Sorkin

View point
Tunisia’s 
political 
leaders must 
recognise 
that 
decisiveness, 
rather than 
continued 
delays of 
needed 
reform, are 
a benefit of 
democracy.

“It has been a less painful 
decision for politicians 
to carry on big spending 
policies to keep people 
happy.”
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T 

he Moroccan govern-
ment announced it was 
considering a boycott of 
Swedish products and 
companies because of 

Stockholm’s position on Western 
Sahara.

Morocco annexed Western Sa-
hara, a former Spanish territory, 
in 1975. Polisario Front separatists, 
who had sought independence 
from Spain, began to battle Mo-
rocco and Mauritania in 1976 for an 
independent state until the United 
Nations brokered a ceasefire in 
1991.

Rabat has proposed wide au-
tonomy for Western Sahara but the 
Polisario Front rejected the propos-
al and insisted on the right of the 
Sahrawi people to determine their 
own future.

Moroccan Communication Min-
ister Mustapha el-Khalfi said Swe-
den has decided to boycott Moroc-
can companies and products. He 
accused Sweden of trying to ham-
per voting on some agreements be-
tween Morocco and the European 
Union.

“We are heading towards a boy-
cott of Swedish companies, accord-
ing [to] the principle of reciprocity 

after similar campaigns in Sweden 
to boycott Moroccan companies,” 
Khalfi said.

Swedish Foreign Minister Margot 
Wallstrom denied that Sweden was 
boycotting exports from Morocco’s 
southern provinces. She said Swe-
den’s policy on the territory was 
the subject of an ongoing internal 
review but denied a decision had 
been made on recognising a break-
away republic in Western Sahara.

“The government does not want 
to pre-empt this examination. 
Therefore, the issue of recognition 
is currently not on the table,” Wall-
strom said in an October 1st state-
ment.

Sweden enjoyed a $313 million 
surplus in 2013 in its balance of 
trade with Morocco, according to 
figures from Morocco’s Exchange 
Office. Geely-owned carmaker Vol-
vo Car Group and H & M Hennes 
& Mauritz AB are among Swedish 
companies that operate in Morocco.

Swedish furniture retailer IKEA 
may have been a victim of the dip-
lomatic spat as the opening of its 
first store in the kingdom, planned 
for September 30th, was cancelled 
after the Moroccan government 
said IKEA lacked a “conformity 
permit”.

Local media, however, reported 
that Sweden’s plans to recognise 
Polisario Front’s Sahrawi Arab 
Democratic Republic in Western 
Sahara was behind  the Rabat au-
thorities’ decision.

IKEA has not set a new date of 
the opening of its store in Zenata, 
17 kilometres from Casablanca. The 
26,600-square-metre store will cre-
ate, directly and indirectly, 1,400 
jobs as the furniture giant will ben-

efit from cheaper labour costs com-
pared to Europe.

IKEA’s expansion into Morocco 
was previously hampered by pric-
ing strategies in which Moroccans 
noted that catalogue prices in the 
kingdom were significantly higher 
than those listed in Europe.

The prices in IKEA’s catalogue 
are said to be aligned with those 
charged by its main competitors 
in Morocco, namely Kitea and Mo-
bilia. Pricing differences also might 
lie in logistical costs, tariffs and 
currency exchange in addition to 
the forest tax of 12%, which is paid 
by furniture sellers who import 
finished wooden products. IKEA’s 
officials, however, refuted the im-
pact of the tax, which is paid by the 
end user, on pricing.

IKEA Morocco responded to cus-
tomer reviews regarding its pric-
ing policy, stating on its Facebook 
page: “All countries have different 
customs duties and tax regulations 
affecting the final price of IKEA 
products.” However, IKEA’s pricing 
plan prompted some Moroccans — 
even prior to the Morocco-Sweden 
conflict regarding Western Sahara 
— to call for a boycott.

“Wow the price is more than 
double,” said Halima Raoui on the 
Je boycotte IKEA Maroc (“I boycott 
IKEA Morocco”) group on Face-
book regarding some prices.

“It is simply outrageous, theft 
and scam, knowing they had large 
facilities and generosity from the 
Moroccan government on land 
and the development of the Zenata 

area. They want a return on invest-
ment a few months at the expense 
of Moroccan consumers,” wrote 
Saad Soufi.

Others were against boycotting 
the Swedish giant.

“Think of all the jobs this compa-
ny will create… It’s perhaps worth 
a little sacrifice… and if it is too ex-
pensive… no one forces you to go,” 
said Annie Gabana.

Morocco is home to franchises 
such as Zara and Mango, whose 
prices are 10-40% higher than 
those in Europe, suggesting that 
IKEA’s higher prices in Morocco 
should not be a surprise.

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

Morocco mulls 
boycott of 
Swedish firms

Sweden enjoyed a 
$313 million surplus 
in 2013 in its balance 
of trade with 
Morocco.

Outside view of the construction site of the country’s first IKEA store outside Casablanca, Morocco, 
on September 29th.

Saad Guerraoui

Maghreb

Tunis

T 

unisia’s tourist indus-
try, accounting for 7% of 
gross national product 
with 350,000 jobs directly 
linked to it, has taken a 

hammering since the terror attacks 
in Tunis and the coastal resort of 
Sousse.

The effects can be seen on the 
ground. Hotels have closed in 
Sousse, Hammamet and other tour-
ist centres. Walking along Avenue 
Habib Bourguiba in Tunis, foreign-
ers are noticeable because of their 

absence. You notice those there be-
cause they are so few. What you do 
see on the streets of the capital and 
elsewhere in Tunisia are large num-
bers of vehicles with Libyan and Al-
gerian registration plates.

The groups of Algerians and Liby-
ans are very different. The Algeri-
ans, like Europeans, come for short 
breaks, often just a long weekend. 
They generally visit in larger num-
bers during the summer but, with 
vacations over, they have mostly 
gone back home.

With the Libyans, it is different. 
Falling into groups of visitors and 
residents, they are making a signifi-
cant contribution to the Tunisian 
economy. “We are taking the place 

of the foreign tourists,” one Libyan 
official claimed in Tunis.

There is some truth to the claim.
The number of Libyans staying 

medium to long term in Tunisia is 
put at between 800,000 and more 
than 1 million, depending on who is 
talking. Certain Tunisian and Libyan 
sources think their number is much 
lower. The Libyan community in Tu-
nisia is the result of different waves 
of exiles: those who arrived during 
the Qaddafi era; those who support-
ed Qaddafi and who left Libya after 
the revolution; and those who left as 
a result of clashes or the collapse in 
services and the quality of life over 
the past couple of years. 

It is estimated that in the 16 

months since Tripoli International 
Airport was attacked and the gov-
ernment fled the Libyan capital, 
some 200,000 Libyans have moved 
to Tunisia. 

“We’re renting apartments. We’re 
buying food and clothes. We’re 
spending money, just like the tour-
ists,” said Mustafa, a Tripoli resident 
who arrived with his wife, two sons 
and parents a year ago. “But we’re 
here all the time and we’re bring-
ing in cash from abroad. We’re not 
working here.”

In statistical terms, 200,000 Liby-
ans living for a year in Tunisia repre-
sent the equivalent of more than 3.8 
million weekly tourists — and most 
package tourists stay just one week.

It has to be admitted that the resi-
dent Libyans are not doing much for 
the Tunisian tourist industry but 
others are. In the four- and five-star 
hotels in the Tunis seaside resort 
of Gammarth, Libyans can be seen 
everywhere. In Sfax, too, they ar-
rive in ever larger numbers. Libyan 
short-term visitors to Tunisia — for 
weekend breaks, for health reasons, 
for training courses, for a week-long 
vacation — are many.

Until just a few weeks ago, those 
from western Libya travelled by car 
but at the beginning of August Tuni-
sia again permitted passenger flights 
from Tripoli and Misrata airports. 
Libyan airlines are flying five or six 
times a day to Tunis and another 
two or three to Sfax. Flights are full, 
having been booked up well in ad-
vance.

It is a very profitable route for the 
carriers, so much so that Tunisian 
airlines are about to relaunch ser-
vices to Libya. Tunisair says that it 
will restart flights to Tripoli’s Mitiga 
airport as of October 25th.

With the unintentional help of 

Turkey, the number of Libyan trav-
ellers heading west is expected to 
increase.

On September 24th, Turkey intro-
duced visa controls. It had been one 
of just three countries that allowed 
Libyans to visit without a visa, Tuni-
sia and Jordan being the other two.

Although the Turks announced 
the change well in advance, few Lib-
yans seemed to have been listening. 
Contrary to standard international 
practice, Libyan carriers flew their 
passengers to Istanbul without vi-
sas and then had to fly them home 
when they were refused entry.

It is widely believed that a gre-
nade thrown in late September at 
the Turkish consulate in Misrata, 
was the action of an irate traveller 
who had been sent back because he 
did not have a visa. The consulate, 
now closed, was the last remaining 
Turkish diplomatic presence in the 
country. 

As a result of the visas, which take 
about a month to obtain, the num-
ber of flights from Tripoli to Istanbul 
dropped to two or three a day com-
pared to six in mid-September.

In Tunisia, no government depart-
ment or organisation has put a figure 
on the amount of money Libyans are 
bringing in, whether as short-term 
visitors or long-term residents. But 
the presence of so many Libyans 
suggest it runs into several billion 
Tunisian dinars.

Far more than what Tunisia ex-
pects to lose as a result of conse-
quences of the terrorist attacks, it is 
a major boost to the Tunisian econ-
omy — although it will not help save 
the thousands of jobs being lost in 
the country’s tourism industry.

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

Number of Libyans in Tunisia set to grow
Michel Cousins

Libyan car at the border crossing of Ras el-Jedir Ben Guerdane, in south-eastern Tunisia.
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M 

embers of the Albu 
Ajeel tribe in Iraq’s 
Saladin province 
threw their lot be-
hind Islamic State 

(ISIS) militants who invaded and 
captured their north-central area 
in June 2014.

Two months later, the al-Jughaifa 
tribe in the Sunni Muslim heart-
land of Anbar province formed an 
armed force that has since been 
resisting ISIS, baring the jihadists 
from entering Haditha.

The stark contrast underlines a 
split in loyalties among tribes in 
territories the ISIS controls in Iraq 
and Syria. The two countries are 
home to clans from various sects 
and ethnicities but ISIS considers 
non-Sunni Muslims to be infidels 
and has instead focused on recruit-
ing from among fellow Sunnis.

In Syria, the country’s approxi-
mately 15 Sunni tribes account 
for about 15% of the population, 
although many Syrian Sunnis are 
not affiliated with a tribe. In Iraq, 
tribal allegiance is important for 
the country’s Sunni minority and 
the ruling rival Shia majority.

Abdul-Aziz al-Taei, a crimi-
nal law professor at Baghdad’s Al 
Rasheed University College, said 

there were several factors that 
made Sunni tribes in Syria and Iraq 
fertile ground for ISIS.

“Most significantly is the pro-
tection and economic perks which 
the jihadists offer, the fear factor 
by intimidating and killing people 
and the social injustice that isolat-
ed many Sunni tribes in Syria and 
Iraq and left them susceptible to 
Daesh,” Taei said, using the Arabic 
acronym for ISIS.

“Tribes are crucial in the fabric of 
Arab society and they simply can’t 
be ignored”.

In the book The Thistle and the 
Drone: How America’s War on Ter-
ror Became a Global War on Tribal 
Islam, Pakistani author Akbar 
Ahmed explained how tribal iden-
tity was a critical factor in the re-
cruitment of the hijackers in the 
September 11, 2001, attacks on 
the United States. He argued that 
al-Qaeda leader Osama bin Laden 
“was joined in his movement pri-
marily by his fellow Yemeni tribes-
men,” ten of whom came from the 
Asir tribes.

Haian Dukhan and Sinan Hawat, 
authors of a study on ISIS’s rela-
tions with eastern Syria’s tribes, ar-
gued that tribal groups who live in 
border areas between states forge 
tight relations to others, even mili-
tants, providing them with protec-
tion and support. They wrote that 
Iraq’s al-Qaeda sent in Syrian fight-
ers and Iraqi guerrilla warfare ex-
perts when the Syrian revolution 
started in 2011.

ISIS’s focus on winning over 
tribal support follows in the foot-
steps of former Syrian president 
Hafez Assad, father and predeces-
sor of Bashar Assad. Under the el-

der Assad, tribes were “co-opted” 
with official posts and subsidies 
and “were part of the formidable 
populist powers that shored up the 
regime”, Dukhan and Hawat wrote.

In exchange, they backed the 
government in confrontations with 
the fundamentalist Muslim Broth-
erhood and Kurds seeking autono-
mous rule. 

But the relationship withered 
with the economic opening under 
the younger Assad, which meant 
fewer state jobs and rising resent-
ment.

“ISIS attempted to fill the gap cre-
ated by the withdrawal of the state. 
It provided an alternative struc-
ture of clientelism and patronage,” 
Dukhan and Hawat wrote.

The jihadists also made the cost 
of disloyalty high. In 2014, when 

Syria’s Sunni al-Shaitat tribe rose 
up against ISIS, it slaughtered more 
than 900 of its members in one go 
in Syria’s north-eastern Deir ez-Zor 
province.

In Iraq, similar dynamics are at 
work, with some tribes inclined to 
support ISIS because of their anger 
at being sidelined following the 
2003 US-led invasion that toppled 
dictator Saddam Hussein.

The post-war civil US adminis-
tration and subsequent Shia-dom-
inated Iraqi governments “isolated 
Sunni tribes, designated us en-
emies and stripped us of all ben-
efits, like social status and posts in 
the government, army and police,” 
said Saleh al-Jughaifa, 54, a Hadi-
tha tribal leader.

“As a result, many tribesmen 
joined Daesh to get revenge from 

the state,” Jughaifa said.
Among those who have joined 

ISIS is the Albu Ajeel tribe, which 
has been accused of participating 
in the 2014 massacre of up to 1,700, 
mostly Shia, army recruits at Iraq’s 
Camp Speicher that rattled the Ira-
qi government.

Sheikh Nawaf al-Dulaimi, from 
the Dulaim tribe, with more than 3 
million people one of Iraq’s largest 
tribes, insisted that loyalty to ISIS 
is evenly split within the tribe in 
Iraq and Syria.

“There is no clan or tribe in its 
entirety that pledged allegiance to 
ISIS or other militant groups in Syr-
ia or in Iraq,” Dulaimi said.

“There are some individuals 
within the tribes or clans who sup-
port them but they do not repre-
sent their whole tribe or clan”.

Sunni tribes in 
Iraq and Syria 
split over ISIS

An Iraqi officer hands out weapons to Sunni tribesman at Camp Habbaniyah, in the city of Ramadi.

Jamal J. Halaby

ISIS attempted to fill 
the gap created by 
the withdrawal of 
the state.

The deep roots of ISIS

T 

here was no figura-
tive drum roll or 
trumpet call when US 
President Barack 
Obama announced at 
the United Nations 

that Malaysia, Nigeria and 
Tunisia had joined the interna-
tional coalition against the 
Islamic State (ISIS).

Rather, it was with weary 
sobriety that Obama spelled out 
the challenges. The fight is “not 
an easy task”, he warned. “We 
have [ISIS] taking root.”

Soon after, Turkish Prime 
Minister Ahmet Davutoglu 
offered this dismal assessment 
of ISIS’s geographical reach and 
spread: “In the no-entry list that 
my government has introduced 
against foreign fighters since 
2011, we have now recorded 
almost 20,000 names from over 
100 countries.”

By some reckonings this is an 
understatement even though 
Davutoglu, a former university 
professor who has written 
several books on changing 
equations within the Muslim 
world, could be said to know 
better.

So, are there any credible 
figures?

The New York Times recently 
reported that 30,000 new 
volunteers had travelled to Syria 
in the last year to join jihad but 
most tallies are anecdotal.

Even so, Britain, for instance, 
is getting so anxious about the 
lure that ISIS appears to have for 
its citizens, it has sought UN 
sanctions against them. On 
October 4th, British Prime 
Minister David Cameron declared 
that he would buy 20 new drones 
to target ISIS extremists in Syria 
and Iraq.

Tunisia has introduced travel 
bans on suspected terrorists and 
is developing a national strategy 
against terrorism. As Obama said 
recently, more than 20 other 
countries have passed or tried to 
strengthen laws to disrupt the 
flow of foreign terrorist fighters.

But these are only marginally 
successful. Why?

There are as many theories as 
people who expound on ISIS’s 
phenomenal rise within a 
relatively short time. In ISIS: The 
State of Terror, Jessica Stern and 
J.M. Berger, seasoned research-
ers on al-Qaeda and other 
terrorist groups, suggest that ISIS 
owes much of its success to 
regional rivalries between 
neighbouring Middle Eastern 
countries over access to oil, 
natural gas and pipelines. There 
is also the view that it is the prod-
uct of the proxy war between 
Iran and Saudi Arabia over 
regional dominance.

Some say that ISIS’s rise can be 
attributed to poor governance 
and lack of democratic institu-
tions in the Middle East. Yet 
another view discerns ISIS’s 

growth as the consequence of 
something deeper within Islam.

Shadi Hamid, a senior fellow at 
the Brookings Institution Center 
for Middle East Policy in Wash-
ington, says ISIS’s rise illustrates 
the failure of liberal determinism 
in the Middle East. 

This is to say the notion that 
history moves purposefully 
towards a secular future. Instead, 
Hamid argues that ISIS draws 
“strength from ideas that have 
broad resonance among Muslim-
majority populations. They may 
not agree with [its] interpreta-

tion of the caliphate but the 
notion of a caliphate — the 
historical political entity gov-
erned by Islamic law and tradi-
tion — is a powerful one, even 
among more secular-minded 
Muslims.”

If true, the international 
coalition against ISIS would have 
little force or effect on the 
outcome of the battle to oust the 
group and its perverted ideology.

Fortunately, there is another 
possibility: that ISIS’s rapid 
growth is the logical end result of 
decades of the promotion of 
literalist Salafism; that this is the 
darkest hour before dawn for 
Islam and that it will trigger a 
reformation.

The last reformation of sorts, 
by Jamal al-Din al-Afghani and 
Mohammad Abduh in the late 
19th century, promoted Islamic 
modernism by codifying Islamic 
law and ensuring a check on 
executive power. It was, at least 
partly, a response to the creeping 
authoritarianism of the Ottoman 
era. A sharia-based system gave 
the clerical class prominence and 
maintained the balance of power. 
Notably, it made peace with the 
idea of the modern nation-state.

The next round of reform 
would need to rebalance the 
religious scholars’ authority 
within existing state structures, 
thereby denying groups such as 
ISIS the chance to cannibalise 
faith to their grotesque ends.

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

Rashmee 
Roshan Lall
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Peril across borders. Spanish police arrest an 
ISIS recruiter in Spain, on October 4, 2015.

Fighting ISIS



13October 9, 2015

Special Focus

How many ISIS number twos does the US have to kill?

I 

n the latest drone strike 
success claimed by US 
armed forces, Haji Mutazz, 
the alleged number two in 
the Islamic State (ISIS), was 
killed while travelling in a 

car near Mosul in Iraq.
The August 18th strike was 

immediately hailed in the US 
media as a major strategic 
victory, a triumph of the use of 
drones and another sign that US 
strategy in Iraq and Syria was, 
somehow, “on the right track”.

Throughout the Middle East, 
Asia and Europe the reaction was 
very different: It was one loud 
yawn.

A yawn, it should be 
acknowledged, that was echoed 
by large numbers of sensible 
Americans who, as usual, found 
no expression in the unanimous 
cheering section and echo 
chamber that the mainstream 
media have become.

There is no doubt that Mutazz 
was killed. There is no doubt that 
he did hold a significant tactical 
command position in ISIS in Iraq. 
Why then, the yawn?

It is not because decapitation 
theory, when correctly applied 

against terrorist organisations, 
does not work. From 2002 
through 2006, Saudi security 
forces repeatedly killed the top 
leaders of what became al-Qaeda 
in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP). 
To be appointed head of that 
organisation in those days was 
not an honour, it was a death 
warrant, rapidly executed. On at 
least five occasions the 
operational head of AQAP was 
hunted down and killed by Saudi 
security forces.

The tactic worked. Al-Qaeda, 
despite its claimed prestige and 
bravado, got nowhere in the 
major Muslim country it most 
coveted to topple and destroy.

Why should a tactic that worked 
so well for the Saudis have 
repeatedly failed for US armed 
forces whenever they have tried it 
and claimed its success in Iraq 
repeatedly over the past 12 years 
since they first invaded and 

occupied that unhappy country?
The simple reason is that 

terrorists being hunted down in 
Saudi Arabia were being hunted 
down in a prosperous, stable state 
that has existed for more than 90 
years. They were being hunted by 
an excellent intelligence 
apparatus operating on its home 
ground among a population that 
was overwhelmingly loyal to and 
appreciated the security and 
prosperity brought about by their 
own government.

None of those conditions has 
applied over the past 12 years in 
usually, fitfully and not 
consistently US-occupied Iraq.

US policymakers of the 
exceptionally reckless, ignorant 
and incompetent George W. Bush 
administration truly believed they 
could wave the magic wand of 
their “manifest destiny” to 
remake the Middle East in their 
own image. With an insouciant 

arrogance that even the British 
empire at its worst could hardly 
have imagined, former interns 
from the Heritage Foundation even 
downloaded the traffic code of the 
US state of Maryland and 
superimposed it on Baghdad.

The Shia viciously biased 
anti-Sunni, US-propped-up 
government of prime minister Nuri 
al-Maliki made things even worse. 
No surprise, therefore, that the 
Shia-dominated, “stable, 
democratic” government US 
policymakers in 2003 imagined 
they could impose on Iraq proved a 
failed state that collapsed from the 
moment it was first set up.

In these conditions it does not 
matter how many “key number 
twos” the US security 
establishment kills, or imagines it 
kills, in Iraq. The numbers are as 
irrelevant.

In Iraq, the grand strategy of the 
entire policy of national building 
was idiotic and doomed to fail in 
the first place. Therefore, a 
handful of pinprick tactical hits 
enormously exaggerated to boost 
fading morale on the home front is 
not going to change anything.

Mindlessly positive cheerleading 
may work in the fairy-tale world of 
American college football. It has 
no place among adults in the 
planning and waging of real war.

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

Martin Sieff
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A US-made Reaper drone.

ISIS defectors 
could provide 
potent narrative, 
says UK think-tank

London

I 

slamic State (ISIS) defectors 
should be legally protected and 
used to undermine the terror-
ist group, a British think-tank 
says.

A report from UK-based Interna-
tional Centre for the Study of Radi-
calisation and Political Violence 
(ICSR) called on global lawmakers 
to remove legal “disincentives” to 
former ISIS members wanting to 
speak out against the group.

The report — Victims, Perpetra-
tors, Assets: the Narrative of Islamic 
State Defectors — studied 58 defec-
tors and their reasons for leaving 
ISIS, positing that their stories can 
be a “potentially powerful tool” in 
the fight against the group.

The report explicitly recom-
mends that governments “reorgan-
ise the value and credibility of de-
fector narratives; provide defectors 
with opportunities to speak out; 
assist them in resettlement and en-
sure their safety; and remove legal 
disincentives that prevent them 
from going public”.

Ironically, this is an approach that 
ISIS has used to recruit followers 

from other jihadist groups, allow-
ing it to secure a stranglehold on 
Islamic jihadism. The West must 
follow the same tack to tackle ISIS, 
ICSR says.

ICSR Director Peter Neumann, the 
report’s author, said governments 
must introduce legal frameworks 
to actively support and encourage 
defections. “It seems to me to be 
wrong that if someone is helping to 
deter people to join ISIS by casting 
a negative light on the group, that 
he is then being punished for it… 
People right now are being actively 
punished for speaking out and I 
think that needs to change,” he told 
Britain’s Guardian newspaper.

Analysts estimate that many of 
ISIS’s most veteran fighters defect-
ed to the group from other Syrian 
rebel or jihadist groups, notably 
al-Nusra Front, an al-Qaeda-linked 
rebel group. New recruits are often 
motivated to join ISIS over other 
groups by propaganda that is being 
disseminated by these same fight-
ers.

ISIS fighter Abu Sa’eed al-Britani, 
who made headlines in the West 
after complaining about his ISIS 
comrades, is a defector from al-
Nusra and wrote an eight-part blog 
explaining why he left the group to 
join ISIS.

The ICSR report outlines four 
main narratives for why defectors 
left ISIS, including feeling that the 
terror group was more interested in 
battling fellow Sunni Muslims than 
fighting Syrian President Bashar As-
sad; that the group commits “atroc-
ities” against fellow Sunni Muslims; 
that the group’s emirs were “cor-
rupt” and “un-Islamic”; or that the 
quality of life under ISIS was not 

what they had imagined it to be.
These narratives intersect with 

some of the reasons Britani and 
others have listed for leaving other 
jihadist groups and joining ISIS. 
“Nearly every brother who left al-
Nusra Front has a story to tell of 
why he left and what he experi-
enced and I am just another random 
brother who had had enough free 
time to come online and tell mine,” 
Britani concludes in his blog.

But questions remain as to how 
viable this approach will be in the 
fight against ISIS with the West only 
now taking tentative steps to utilise 
defectors to promote a counter-nar-
rative to ISIS recruitment.

“Our conclusions are simple. The 
defectors’ testimony can be impor-
tant in helping to prevent young 
people from being radicalised and 
recruited. No one has more cred-
ibility in challenging the [ISIS} 
narrative and giving a realistic im-

pression of the group and the totali-
tarian society it seeks to create than 
the people who have experienced 
it,” the ICSR report said.

A US State Department-run Think 
Again, Turn Away Twitter account 
is devoted to disseminating anti-
ISIS messages but has fewer than 
23,000 followers. The account has 
created the #whytheyleftdaesh 
hastag, which carries personal sto-
ries of ISIS defectors.

The UK-based counter-radicalism 
group Quilliam follows a similar 
approach, posting a report In and 
Out of Extremism that features tes-
timonies from former extremists 
who were de-radicalised. Quilliam 

Chairman Maajid Nawaz, a former 
extremist, said it is important that 
the group’s counter-extremist ef-
forts serve as a “source of active 
support for those seeking to leave 
extremist organisations”.

In an op-ed entitled The defec-
tors’ handbook to destroying the 
Islamic State published in Britain’s 
Telegraph newspaper, analyst Sa-
rah Sinno wrote: “Counter-narra-
tives come in all shapes and sizes 
and are valuable whether political, 
theological or emotional. 

But nothing is more compelling 
than the personal account of a de-
fector. As the West weighs up its 
strategy to take on ISIS in the long 
term, it is clear that shattering the 
ISIS myth through the eyewitness 
accounts of defectors must play a 
key role.”

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

Mahmud el-Shafey

Counter narrative. International Centre for the Study of Radicalisation Director Peter Neumann 
speaks at the White House Summit to Counter Violent Extremism, last February.

The defectors’ 
testimony can be 
important in helping 
to prevent young 
people from being 
radicalised and 
recruited.

The ICSR report 
outlines four main 
narratives for why 
defectors left ISIS.
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Former New York Times reporter Christopher 
Hedges

Israel’s Christian schools face discrimination
Malak Hasan

Ramallah

A 

bout 33,000 students at 
the 47 Christian schools 
across Israel were back 
in school a day after a 
funding deal was struck 

between the school boards of 
Christian denominations and the 
Israeli Ministry of Education.

Under the agreement, 3,000 
teachers and members of the 
school boards ended a strike that 
began September 1st and coincid-
ed with the schools’ first day of the 
fall semester. The one-year agree-
ment, announced September 27th, 
allows the schools, which primar-
ily serve Palestinian Christian and 
Muslim students, to receive about 
$12.5 million in increased govern-
ment funding.

However, the deal does not go far 
enough in addressing inequities in 
education in the country, Christian 
leaders say. They point out that the 
new funding amount brings the 
total allocation to approximately 
what the schools received from the 
state a few years ago.

They also said the Educa-
tion Ministry was discriminating 
against them by making steep cuts 
in financial aid to the “unofficial, 
but recognised” private Christian 
schools. Israel had funded 45% of 
the $52 million per year it costs to 
run the schools but over the last 
decade cut support to 29%. The re-
mainder of school funding comes 
from donations and students’ tui-
tion. However, Israel has reduced 
school fees this year by nearly 
40%, which helps Palestinian 
Christian families financially.

Unofficial ultra-orthodox Jew-
ish school networks, similar to 
the Christian schools and teaching 
about 200,000 students, benefit 
from 100% state funding.

Saja al-Kilani, who has a 4-year-
old daughter attending a Christian 
school in Nazareth, said the dimin-
ishing Israeli state funding “aims 
at tightening the noose on schools 
that have a Palestinian cultural 
role”.

“Israel doesn’t wish to see spe-
cial schools for Arabs and wants to 
close them down,” added Kilani, 
32. She insisted she was “let down” 
by the deal.

“The agreement is a way to get 
around the strike,” she said. “I ex-

pected the government to increase 
funding to 50% or 60% but the out-
come was nothing like that.”

Nimer Bransi, 55, headmaster 
of the Latin Elementary School in 
the Arab village of Reineh, was less 
sceptical about the deal.

He said that when negotia-
tions started, the school boards 
demanded extra Israeli funds es-
timated at four times what they 
eventually received.

“It is not enough considering 
the large number of students who 
study in these schools, but it’s bet-
ter than nothing,” he said.

Rula Nussir, 30, a media teacher 
in the Latin Patriarchate school 
Jaffa of Nazareth, urged patience, 
saying: “We must be realistic. It is 
not easy to negotiate with Israel.”

Nadim Nashif, director of the 
Association for Arab Youth Bal-
adna and father of a 12-year-old 
boy who studies in the Convent 

of Nazareth School in Haifa, said: 
“The Israeli government and the 
intelligence control the Israeli pub-
lic school system, while in church-
run schools the teachers who are 
employed by the church have more 
freedom.”

“The cuts in budget indicate that 
the Israeli government is trying to 
control private education. This is 
an issue of control and intimida-
tion,” Nashif said. Ending the strike 
is not an indication that students 
and their families are satisfied with 

the agreement. “We are not asking 
for charity. We have the right to be 
treated equally and without be-
ing discriminated for who we are. 
This is just a temporary solution,” 
Bransi said.

The Christian schools follow the 
Israeli curriculum but also teach 
students about their original cul-
ture and heritage.

Widely known as Arab-Israelis, 
Palestinians are estimated at 1.7 
million, or about 21% of Israel’s 
population. They have blood ties 
to those under Israeli occupation 
in the West Bank and the Gaza 
Strip.

The funding agreement came be-
fore Palestinians killed two Israelis 
in separate attacks in Jerusalem 
during the first weekend in Octo-
ber.

Police killed the attackers and 
banned Palestinians from East 
Jerusalem from entering the Old 

City for two days. In Jerusalem, 
Israel has been encouraging Jew-
ish visits, and even prayers, at al-
Aqsa Mosque, Islam’s third holiest 
shrine, kindling violence in Sep-
tember between Palestinian wor-
shippers and Israeli police.

Israel is expanding West Bank 
settlement construction in viola-
tion of international law. In Gaza, 
Israel maintains a tight grip on the 
city’s borders as part of a siege im-
posed in 2007 and has isolated the 
enclave.

The moves are coupled with a 
stalemate in peace negotiations 
with Palestinians and the emer-
gence of an extreme Israeli cabi-
net. Some cabinet members have 
publicly called for eradicating the 
Palestinian population.

Malak Hasan, based in Ramallah, 
has covered Palestinian-Israeli 
issues for more than five years.

An Arab Israeli Christian school girl looks at a board with drawings at the Terra Santa School in the mixed Jewish-Arab city of Ramle, Israel.

Advocating BDS for Palestinians

Washington

C 

hristopher Hedg-
es, a former New 
York Times corre-
spondent in Israel 
and the Palestini-
an territories, says 
the Palestinian 
people have only 

one hope for achieving justice: the 
BDS movement.

BDS stands for “boycott, 
divestment and sanction” and 
is a campaign aimed at applying 
economic and political pressure 
on Israel, whose occupation of 
Palestinian territory is considered 
illegal by the United Nations and 
the international community.

The BDS movement picked 
up steam in recent years even 
though the American Israel Public 
Affairs Committee (AIPAC), a 
pro-Israel lobbying group, has 
tried to label the BDS movement 
anti-Semitic.

Hedges addressed the issue at 
the Palestine Center in Washing-
ton, saying it was important for 
the Palestinian people to be heard 

but that this has grown increas-
ingly difficult in recent years as 
the “power elite and neo-liberal 
forces”, including AIPAC, have 
fought against BDS.

Hedges lived in Jerusalem in 
the late 1980s and spent seven 
years in the Middle East. His 
experiences there convinced him 
of certain realities, he said.

“The Israeli lobby doesn’t serve 
the interests of Israel,” Hedges 
said. “It serves neo-liberals 
and neo-cons through aus-
terity and violence.”

Referring to Israel’s siege 
of Gaza in the summer of 
2014, Hedges said that while 
Hamas had committed war 
crimes by indiscriminately 
launching rockets into 
Israel, he believes the 
militant group has 
the right to defend 
itself.

The campaign 
against Gaza 
killed more than 
500 children and 
Israel used “tons 
of explosives”, 
Hedges said, 
whereas almost 
all the casualties 

on the Israeli side were soldiers. 
Hedges has visited the sites of 
what Israel terms surgical strikes. 
“I’ve seen ‘surgical strikes’ where 
entire city blocks are taken out,” 
he said.

Part of the problem in Israel is 
that many Israelis no longer have 
contact with Palestinians, Hedges 
said. Israelis thus are not able to 
humanise the Palestinian people. 
And, Hedges said, Israel has been 
“very adept” at painting a portrait 
of the conflict that falls in line 
with the government’s position. 
The situation has deteriorated to 
the extent that Hedges says BDS 

is the only hope left for Palestin-
ian justice.

“I have no hope left in the 
politicians and the press to bring 
justice to the Palestinian people,” 
Hedges said. He added that “the 
rise of unfettered, racist and rab-
idly right-wing” sectors of Israeli 
society into the mainstream has 
made the situation worse than 
ever. “BDS is the last, best hope 
to save the Palestinian people,” 
Hedges said. “If it fails, Palestine 
will be obliterated.”

Justin Salhani is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.

I n t e r v i e w

Justin Salhani
Hedges lived 
in Jerusalem in 
the late 1980s 
and spent seven 
years in the 
Middle East.

An activist advcoating “Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions” 
against Israel in central Paris, on August 13, 2015.
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Istanbul

T 

he death of a 9-year-old 
girl during heavy fighting 
between security forces 
and Kurdish rebels in 
south-eastern Turkey has 

become a political football in the 
campaign before upcoming parlia-
mentary elections.

Elif Simsek was killed September 
27th when a shell hit her family’s 
house in Bismil. Five other people 
in the house were injured. The bar 
association in the nearby city of Di-
yarbakir called for an independent 
inquiry into the incident but with 
tensions between the police and 
Kurdish militants running high, no 
investigation has begun.

Both sides in the Kurdish conflict, 
which reignited in late July when 
a two-year ceasefire broke down, 
blamed the other for the child’s 
death. Authorities said a rocket-pro-
pelled grenade (RPG) was fired by 
members of the outlawed Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK), who were tar-
geting police vehicles at a roadblock 
near the house. They said security 
forces do not use RPGs. Turkish 
Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu 
said “terrorists who fired at police 
with a rocket launcher killed our 
9-year-old girl Elif”.

Ali Simsek, an uncle of Elif’s and 
a Kurdish activist, said at the girl’s 
funeral that Turkish security forc-
es were committing “massacres” 
against Kurds. Another family mem-
ber told pro-Kurdish media that po-
lice had fired directly on Elif’s house. 
Pictures from the house showed 
blood-splattered walls in the room 
where Elif died. On Twitter, PKK 
supporters said the “barbaric Turk-
ish state” had killed the girl.

Bismil, like other towns in Tur-
key’s south-east, has become a stage 
for a power struggle between the 
government and the PKK. In recent 
months, rebel units declared several 

towns to be “autonomous”, digging 
trenches and erecting roadblocks to 
keep the police and army out. Secu-
rity forces responded by sealing off 
cities and introducing curfews.

The fighting marks a new stage 
in the PKK’s long-running bid for 
Kurdish self-rule in Anatolia that 
started when the rebels took up 
arms against Ankara in 1984. More 
than 40,000 people have died in the 
conflict. Peace talks between Ankara 
and jailed PKK leader Abdullah Oca-
lan yielded the ceasefire that went 
into effect in 2013 but negotiations 
have been suspended because of the 
surge in violence.

As the country prepares for 
snap elections on November 1st, 
the governing Justice and Devel-
opment Party (AKP) of President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan and the 
Peoples’ Democratic Party (HDP), 
Turkey’s main legal Kurdish party, 
have emerged as the main rivals in 
the Kurdish area.

 The election was called because 
the regular vote in June produced 
a hung parliament.

One focus of the AKP campaign 
is trying to win back voters of con-
servative and anti-PKK Kurds who 
sided with the HDP in June, help-
ing the Kurdish party win 13% of 
the nationwide vote.

With the election looming and 
almost daily clashes in the south-
east, the Kurdish conflict has be-
come the main issue on voters’ 
minds. A recent survey by poll-
ing firm Metropoll indicated that 
42.2% of voters asked said they 
regarded the Kurdish violence 
as the country’s most pressing 
problem, far ahead of issues such 
as unemployment and inflation. 
AKP officials said polls are show-
ing an increase of support for their 
party.

Erdogan is barred from party 
politics by the constitution be-
cause of his position but has still 
been campaigning openly for the 
AKP. He denounced the PKK and 
suspected rebel supporters among 
Kurds. 

He used a speech opening the 
new session of parliament on 
October 1st to appeal to Kurdish 
voters to turn away from the PKK 
and, by association, from the HDP. 
“The faith, moral values and hon-
our of my Kurdish brothers do not 
comply with such an organisa-
tion,” Erdogan said.

HDP deputies left the chamber 
in protest during Erdogan’s ad-
dress.

In his speech, the president 

cited the death of Elif Simsek and 
other children killed in Kurdish 
clashes as examples for the PKK’s 
cruelty. “My Kurdish brothers 
bear the brunt of terror” by the 
PKK, Erdogan said. “There can be 
no connection between my Kurd-
ish brothers and those who have 
killed Elif Simsek, Yasin Boru, Fi-
rat Simpil.”

Yasin Boru, 16, was killed in 2014 
during Kurdish riots that the gov-
ernment blamed on the HDP and 
the PKK. Firat Simpil, 13, died in a 
PKK bombing in August. Pro-gov-
ernment media reported that the 
PKK had abducted more than 300 
teenagers to fill their ranks.

Rebels have accepted respon-
sibility in some cases of civilian 

deaths. Murat Karayilan, a lead-
ing PKK commander, apologised 
for the death of Firat Simpil and 
that of Abdullah Biroglu, a doctor 
killed by rebels guarding a road-
block in Diyarbakir province.

However, HDP leaders say Elif’s 
death was the result of ruthless 
operations by the security forc-
es. “We will remain upright like 
Elif,” party co-chairwoman Figen 
Yuksekdag wrote on her Twitter 
account. Referring to Erdogan’s 
presidential palace and the ruling 
party, she condemned “terror by 
the palace and the AKP”.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in 
Istanbul.

Young Elif’s death fans Turkish-Kurdish tensions
Thomas Seibert

Relatives of Elif Simsek in the Bismil district of Diyarbakir, on September 28, 2015

Both sides in the 
Kurdish conflict 
blamed the other for 
the child’s death.

Istanbul

T 

urkey is struggling to 
provide education for 
hundreds of thousands 
of Syrian refugees cut off 
from schools and univer-

sities after fleeing the war in their 
homeland. Officials and analysts 
said failure to educate the refugees 
could result in a “lost generation” 
of immigrant youngsters in Turkey.

Getting Syrian children into 
schools is another challenge facing 
Turkey as it provides a haven for 
approximately 2 million Syrians, 
many of whom have been in the 
country for up to four years and are 
destitute.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan said Turkey has spent $7.5 
billion to care for the Syrians, who 
are called “guests” in official Turk-
ish parlance but do not enjoy offi-
cial refugee status.

Two out of three of the more than 
600,000 Syrian children in Turkey 
do not attend school, Yusuf Buyuk, 
a deputy undersecretary in the 
Education Ministry in Ankara, said 
October 3rd during the presenta-
tion of an action plan supported 
by the United Nations’ children’s 
agency UNICEF.

“The work under way has the aim 
to prevent Syrian children from be-
coming a lost generation and to en-
able them to build a bright future 

for themselves,” Buyuk said. He 
said there was a danger that unedu-
cated youngsters could join crimi-
nal gangs.

Analysts warned that securing 
access to education for Syrian chil-
dren was not just a moral duty but 
a political necessity. “Not providing 
education to refugees poses a long-
term risk of social consequences,” a 
report by Turkish research organi-
sations Orsam and Tesev said ear-
lier this year.

Ankara wants to enroll 400,000 
Syrians into schools by the end 
of the school year next summer, 
Buyuk said. About 30 schools have 

been built for Syrian children and 
some existing Turkish schools have 
started to work in a two-shift sys-
tem, teaching Turkish children in 
the morning before Syrian volun-
teer teachers arrive to lead classes 
for young Syrians in the afternoon.

In an effort to boost education 
for Syrian children, UNICEF has 
worked with Turkish authorities 
on developing plans for different 
Turkish regions. The organisation’s 
Turkey representative, Philippe 
Duamelle, said UNICEF was ready 
to support Turkey to reach its “am-
bitious aim” of getting hundreds of 
thousands of Syrian children into 

school.
Special schools for Syrians are 

operating in Turkish refugee camps 
that house about 15% of the Syrian 
refugee population. 

Sefika Bicer, an Education Min-
istry official in the border province 
of Hatay, told the state-run Anad-
olu news agency that 230,000 Syr-
ian children are in school. About 
85,000 of those attend school in 
refugee camps; 105,000 are educat-
ed in facilities earmarked for Syr-
ians outside the camps and 40,000 
have found a place in a Turkish 
state school.

Many children are taught by Syr-
ian teachers hired from among the 
refugees. Buyuk said Syrian teach-
ers were paid $150-$220 a month, 
much less than a Turkish teacher, 
who earns at least $730 a month.

Separate efforts are under way to 
find ways for older Syrian teenag-
ers to attend university. The Turk-
ish government provides scholar-
ships for several hundred Syrian 
students every year but only about 
2,000 Syrian students are enrolled 
at Turkish universities, according 
to Turkish state broadcaster TRT.

For the government, efforts to 
educate the Syrians, which cost 

Turkish taxpayers $600 million in 
2014, carry the political risk of al-
ienating Turks who say the money 
spent on Syrian “guests” would 
better be spent on Turkish children 
and on fixing existing problems in 
the Turkish education system.

Opposition politician Umut 
Oran earlier this year said 1.3 mil-
lion Turkish children were not  
attending school, while 1 million 
children were exploited as child la-
bourers. Oran also said the Turkish 
system failed to provide children 
with a modern education, point-
ing to poor test results of Turkish 
pupils in comparison to other coun-
tries of the Organisation for Eco-
nomic Cooperation and Develop-
ment. He said while school classes 
in EU countries had an average of 
about 20 pupils, up to 60 children 
were crammed into some classes in 
Turkey’s poor eastern and south-
eastern regions.

Some Turks are unhappy with 
Erdogan’s decision to keep the door 
open to Syrian refugees. “There are 
just too many of them,” said Dogu-
kan Unuvar, a lawyer in Istanbul. 
“People are worrying,” he said, 
adding that many were concerned 
about Syrians resorting to theft and 
burglary to make ends meet.

As Syrians are officially banned 
from working in Turkey, many of 
them try to find illegal work, driv-
ing down wages for everyone, Unu-
var said. “Syrians will work for 1 lira 
(30 US cents) an hour,” he said.

Turkey struggling to provide education to Syrians
Thomas Seibert

Syrian refugee children in Malatya, Turkey.

Many children are 
taught by Syrian 
teachers hired from 
among the refugees.

42.2%
of voters said 
they regarded the 
Kurdish violence as 
the country’s most 
pressing problem.
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For refugees, settling in America can be hard
Baltimore

M 

ohammad al-Halabi 
and his family reset-
tled from Lebanon to 
the unfamiliar urban 
setting of Baltimore 

in Maryland. They are among some 
1,500 Syrian refugees accepted into 
the United States since civil war be-
gan in Syria in 2011.

Thrilled to be out of harm’s way, 
Halabi and his family now tackle the 
issues that face millions of Ameri-
cans who struggle with poverty and 
the challenges that accompany it: 
inadequate public transportation, 
unsafe neighbourhoods and surviv-
ing mostly off fast-food.

Also, like poor Americans, the 
newly arrived refugees must get by 
on meagre public assistance and 
scramble to find work in an increas-
ingly fluid employment terrain that 
seems to favour only those with en-
trepreneurial impulses.

Many refugees must do all of this 
while learning English and trying 
to keep up with their children’s im-
mersion in an alien education sys-
tem.

The United States recently raised 
the number of Syrian refugees it will 
resettle in the next 12 months from 
10,000 to 15,000, an increase that 
came in the midst of Europe’s worst 
refugee crisis since World War II.

Pope Francis, during his visit to 
the United States, encouraged a 
more welcoming sentiment for Syri-
an refugees, prompting mayors of 18 
US cities, including New York, Los 
Angeles, Chicago and Baltimore, to 
write a letter to US President Barack 
Obama urging him to accept more 
Syrian refugees and offering to set-
tle them in their cities.

But, although the United States 
remains a top destination for many 
refugees and migrants in search of 
a better life, the monetary benefits 
and support that the US govern-
ment gives them pale in comparison 
with what some European countries 
offer.

Refugees in the United States are 
expected to become self-sufficient 
within 90 days, regardless of skill 
set and language abilities, according 
to the International Rescue Com-
mittee (IRC), one of several organi-
sations that work directly with the 

US government to resettle refugees.
“It’s tough to become self-suffi-

cient in such a short time but, on 
the other hand, the US wants refu-
gees to become part of American 
life,” said Lucy Carrigan of the IRC.

Because newcomers usually start 
at the poverty line, housing poses 
a challenge. “We look for afford-
able housing in areas that are also 
safe, which is a challenge,” Ruben 
Chandrasekar, who heads the IRC 
in Baltimore, said. “And we look for 
housing in close proximity to a full-
service grocery store.”

One of the terrible aspects of pov-
erty in America is the phenomenon 
of “food deserts”, where markets do 
not exist in low-income neighbour-
hoods, forcing residents to sustain 
themselves on fast-food.

Nearly one in four children lives 
below the poverty line in the United 
States, according to the National 
Center for Children in Poverty. And 
it is common for these children to 
eat little or no fresh fruit or veg-
etables. First lady Michelle Obama 
has devoted her time at the White 
House to reach these populations 
and combat the child obesity epi-
demic that plagues food deserts.

Another problem poor Americans 
face is inefficient public transporta-
tion outside of busy urban centres 
such as New York or Washington. 
Where the Halabis live, it is not 
unusual to wait two hours for the 
bus to arrive, making it impossible 
to rely on it for commuting to work. 
Some claim this contributes to a 
higher unemployment rate among 
the poor.

Nonetheless, refugees often climb 
out of poverty and integrate into 
American life with success rates 
that are the envy of policymakers in 
Europe, where newcomers can find 
themselves ghettoised and margin-
alised well into their second or third 
generations.

Halabi, who arrived in Baltimore 
in late 2014, is a somewhat typical 
success story of integration despite 
a minor back injury. A carpenter 
by trade, he quickly discovered a 
“better way” to make a living in the 
United States: pizza delivery by car.

“It’s easier on my back. I just sit 
there and drive and I like it,” Halabi 
told The Arab Weekly during a visit 
to his modest home in Balti-
more. He is self-sufficient, 
generating enough in-
come to cover house-

hold expenses, repay the refugee 
resettlement programme for his 
family’s airfare from Lebanon and 
pay off a small loan he took to buy 
his used car. He expects his situa-
tion to improve after he joins global 
transport service Uber.

“But I must have my US driver’s 
licence for one year before they ac-
cept me as a driver,” said Halabi.

Not all newcomers to the United 
States adjust so well. Abu Adnan, 
who was resettled with his pregnant 
wife and their five children in May 
from Jordan into the same housing 
complex as Halabi, appeared more 
disillusioned than optimistic.

“I didn’t know I would have to 
work like a mule here. I worked like 
a mule in Jordan but at least there 
I would come home and find my 
mother and siblings and the rest of 
the family. Here? We’re all alone,” 
he said.

He lamented the life he left be-
hind when he and his family fled 
to Jordan in 2013 from their home-
town of Deraa in Syria. He blames 
“America and the West” for the war 
in Syria. He wants to return to Jor-
dan, he said, despite the hardships 
he faced there.

Chandrasekar explained that 
refugees typically go through a dif-
ficult phase before they begin to 
acclimatise to their new reality.

“The initial two or three months, 
people are happy to be out of dan-
ger, despite all the unknowns,” 
Chandrasekar said. “Then, most 
people come to the harsh reality 
that while the US is welcoming to 
refugees, they’re expected to get on 
their feet relatively quickly, which 
means they have to get a job and 
do things they perhaps weren’t ac-
customed to doing. Typically, five 
to six months after arrival, they go 
through a very tough period.”

He added that at about the ten-
month mark, newcomers typically 
begin to take pride in standing on 
their feet and integrating into 
society.

In some ways Abu Ad-
nan, who is a butcher 
by trade, captures 
the frustra-
tion of 
many 

Syrians who belonged to a stable 
middle or lower-middle class at 
home but quickly discovered that 
their skill set was not competitive 
abroad.

The Syrian economy was mod-
ernising but remained mostly an 
“old world economy”, where the 
backbone of the country is an amal-
gamation of small, family-owned 
businesses, inherited from one gen-
eration to the next, as opposed to 
publicly traded ones that train and 
hire large numbers of people.

Like Halabi, Abu Adnan owned a 
small shop that supported his fam-
ily and his wife took pride in the fact 
that she did not have to work out-
side the home to supplement the 
family’s income. Now, she dreads 
the idea of having to work, explain-
ing that she barely attended school.

“I don’t even know how to unlock 
the letter,” she said, referring to her 
illiteracy. 

But statistics appear to be in fa-
vour of Adnan and his wife, perhaps 
precisely because immigrants typi-
cally come from “old world econo-
mies”, where entrepreneurial spirit 
often ensured survival.

“In Maryland, we have a foreign-
born population of 12%, yet 
they own 24% of small 
businesses in the state. 
Immigrants are entre-
preneurial and able 
to save money,” said 

Chandrasekar.
He added that IRC recently 

launched an initiative to help refu-
gees purchase their first home, a 
major achievement in the pursuit of 
the “American Dream”.

Part of the “American Dream” 
is the expectation that life will be 
better for the next generation, and 
second-generation immigrants in 
the United States typically do better 
than their refugee parents.

For Abu Adnan, this realisation 
seems to have set in despite his 
frustrations. Asked if he was seri-
ous about returning to Jordan now 
that his children were enrolled in 
school and his family is on track to 
becoming citizens, he paused for a 
moment and shook his head.

“Yes, I know,” he said. “My chil-
dren would have no future in Jor-
dan but here, they have a future.”

Rasha Elass is Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

Rasha Elass

Mohammad and Linda al-Halabi in their new home in Baltimore, Maryland.

Halabi, who arrived 
in Baltimore in late 
2014, is a somewhat 
typical success story 
of integration.

Refugees in the 
United States are 
expected to become 
self-sufficient 
within 90 days.

Not all newcomers 
to the United States 
adjust so well.

A refugee crisis of biblical proportions

U 

N and EU officials 
agree on one thing: 
The current refugee 
crisis is far greater 
than initially 
imagined. The 

number of displaced people trying 
to escape the violence from 
conflicts ravaging the Middle East 
seems of biblical proportions.

Not since the end of World War II 
has humanity witnessed such a 
massive movement of civilians, 
according to experts who monitor 
human migrations, including the 
International Organisation for 
Migration in Geneva and the UN 
High Commissioner for Refugees.

Migration has always been part 
of man’s nature. However, when 

it reaches the proportions it has 
recently, there is cause for concern 
on more than one front.

The initial worry and focus of 
mass migration as is currently 
happening, for obvious reasons has 
to do with the destination of the 
migrants, in this case, Europe.

Understandably Europeans 
worry the sudden influx of large 
numbers of foreigners is going to 
change the dynamics and the face 
of the continent. 

The arrival of hundreds of 
thousands of foreigners, particu-
larly in smaller countries, will 
affect demographics, especially if 
those nations are not prepared to 
absorb and integrate large numbers 
of refugees.

Having said that, those who need 
to worry far more than people in 
the countries receiving the 
refugees are the ones in the nations 
that are losing those refugees.

In essence, the receiving coun-
tries in general face a short-term 
problem, that of receiving, hous-
ing, feeding and eventually 
integrating the refugees into their 

societies. If properly handled, this 
problem should disappear as the 
refugees become absorbed in their 
new environment and become 
productive and contribute to the 
well-being of their adopted 
societies.

In the case of European countries 
where low birth rates are problem-
atic, the addition of productive 
members to their societies — as 
most refugees turn out to be — can 
be counted as a positive element in 
this tragic chain of events. Optimis-
tically, if the integration is handled 
in a positive and constructive 
manner, the “refugee problem” 
should begin to disappear within a 
year.

However, the same cannot be 
said of countries losing citizens. 
The huge void in human resources 
and a brain drain of frightening 
proportions will affect them for 
generations.

While Europe will benefit from 
the arrival of potential doctors, 
scientists, engineers, mathemati-
cians, teachers, university profes-
sors as well as intellectuals; artists, 

poets, writers — the very people 
who help form and shape a nation’s 
character — these will be the 
people the countries in conflict 
today will miss the most and will 
not be able to easily replace.

This means that Syria, Iraq and 
Yemen, countries already trailing 
in terms of education and general 
services offered to their citizens, 
will suffer even more.

No country should expect to lose 
such a large percentage of its 
society and then expect to turn 
around and pick up the pieces and 
rebuild a strong and educated 
society overnight.

Then again, if the leaders of 
those countries really cared for the 
well-being of their citizens, they 
would have taken steps that 
prevented their nations from 
descending into the inferno they 
find themselves in and the sheer 
hell they are forcing their citizens 
to go through.

Just so long as they remain in 
power, as King Louis XV of France 
is reported to have said, “After me, 
the deluge”.

Claude
Salhani

View point
No country 
should 
expect to 
lose such 
a large 
percentage 
of its society 
and then 
expect to 
turn around 
and pick up 
the pieces.

UN and EU officials agree 
on one thing: The current 
refugee crisis is far greater 
than initially imagined.
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Obama and Xi 
seeing eye to eye 
on Iran
Washington

I 

n his welcoming toast at the 
state dinner for Chinese Presi-
dent Xi Jinping, US President 
Barack Obama proposed that 
the people of China and the 

United States “work together, like 
fingers on the same hand, in friend-
ship and in peace”. The president’s 
warm words, which came in the 
face of pressure from many in 
Washington to be tougher towards 
Beijing, were reciprocated by the 
Chinese president, who described 
his visit as “an unforgettable jour-
ney”.

This might be because Xi got 
the attention and recognition for 
his country’s increasingly asser-
tive role in world affairs from the 
world’s only superpower — not bad 
for a leader who travelled to Wash-
ington at a time when the Chinese 
economic miracle is starting to lose 
lustre.

Obama not only welcomed an ex-
panded role for China, he also told 
Xi that as “powerful as the United 
States is, the nature of the biggest 
challenges we face — things like 
climate change or terrorism or pan-
demics or refugees — those are not 
issues that any one nation alone 
can solve”.

The president outlined the ar-
eas where China is a “partner to 
address global challenges”, and 
included among them promoting 
nuclear security, combating piracy 
off the horn of Africa, encouraging 
development and achieving recon-

ciliation in Afghanistan.
US-Chinese cooperation on the 

Middle East, and especially on Iran, 
has already borne results.

Obama received reaffirmation 
from Xi of China’s support for the 
nuclear deal and Iran got a mes-
sage that China stands behind the 
implementation of the deal. Xi said 
he and Obama “reaffirmed that all 
relevant parties should undertake 
to implement the agreement fully 
and work together to implement all 
relevant United Nations’ Security 
Council resolutions”.

Obama also was firm in his insist-
ence that Iran fully implement the 
nuclear deal but the difference in 
language when Obama was talking 
about Iran compared with North Ko-
rea was telling. On Iran, Obama said 
all parties, including Iran, “need to 
fully implement the nuclear deal”. 
But when talking about North Ko-
rea, the president “demanded” the 
“full implementation of all relevant 
UN resolutions”.  “We will not ac-
cept North Korea as a nuclear weap-
ons state,” Obama said.

China and Iran already have a 
good relationship. China is second 
only to Russia in supplying Iran 
with arms.

The United States and China 
agreed to cooperate more closely 
on terrorism financing, including 
exchanging information related 
to money laundering and terrorist 
financing. US officials said this co-
operation should help in the war on 
terrorism and against groups such 
as the Islamic State (ISIS). More 
broadly, Obama called on China 
to play a bigger role in addressing 
global economic challenges.

One of the major topics of discus-
sion between the two leaders was 
navigation in the South China Sea, 
an issue that, along with cyberse-
curity, has been a source of bilateral 
tension. The position of US allies 
in the region is a mirror image of 
America’s allies in the Gulf, where 
the administration is seen as being 
soft on Iran’s intransigent behav-
iour in the area. 

Obama reaffirmed that “the 

US will continue to sail, fly and 
operate anywhere that interna-
tional law allows” and he ex-
pressed concern over Chinese 
land reclamation and construc-
tion in disputed areas, a major  
concern for America’s allies in the 
region.

The Chinese president’s response 
was clear and firm. Xi said the “is-
lands in the South China Sea since 
ancient times are China’s territory. 

We have the right to uphold our 
own territorial sovereignty and law-
ful and legitimate maritime rights 
and interests.” But at the same 
time, he committed to “maintain-
ing peace and stability in the South 
China Sea” and “support freedom 
of navigation”.

Amal Mudallali is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

US President Barack Obama next to Chinese President Xi Jinping after their meeting at the White 
House, on September 25, 2015.

Amal Mudallali
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Xi of China’s support 
for the nuclear deal.

Is Obama a grand strategist?

U
S President Barack 
Obama’s adminis-
tration has been a 
source of bewilder-
ment and frustra-
tion to many in the 

Middle East and to many analysts 
and observers of US Middle East 
policy.

Obama’s policies also have been 
the target of criticism and even 
derision: US Senator John McCain, 
R-Ariz., the man Obama defeated 
in the 2008 presidential election, 
recently said, “The administra-
tion’s feckless foreign policy has 
emboldened our adversaries and 
diminished our standing in the 
world.”

“Feckless.” “Leading from be-
hind.” “Clueless.” “Weak.” These 
are among the most common 
descriptors of Obama’s leadership 
as US commander-in-chief.

But there’s another view. In a re-
cent paper, Alfred W. McCoy, pro-
fessor of history at the University 
of Wisconsin, claims that Obama 
is, in fact, a rare “grandmaster” of 
foreign policy, a president whose 
global vision is so sophisticated 
that those who live in the 24-hour 
news cycle have failed to see what 

he is doing and what he has ac-
complished.

According to McCoy, Obama en-
tered office determined to reverse 
America’s decline and his first 
priority was to “repair the damage 
caused by a plethora of Washing-
ton foreign policy debacles”, prin-
cipally those of his predecessor in 
the Middle East, which cost the 
United States upwards of $3 tril-
lion, led to the dismemberment of 
Iraq and arguably to the creation 
of the Islamic State (ISIS).

And while the United States 
was spending trillions on war in 
the Middle East — and running up 
a massive budget deficit in the pro-
cess — China was spending even 
more on infrastructure and foreign 
investments in Africa and Central 
Asia. And this gets to the crux 
of McCoy’s argument: Obama’s 
foreign policy is centred on “a 
tri-continental strategy to check 
Beijing’s rise”.

In many ways, Obama is not just 
the United States’ first African-
American president. He also is its 
first Asian-American president. 
He was born in Hawaii, spent his 
childhood years in Indonesia and 
went to college in California. So 
it should have been no surprise 
when, during his first term, his ad-
ministration announced a “pivot 
to Asia”.

Words matter: “Pivot” means 
to rotate in a different direction. 
This should have been taken as a 
warning to America’s friends (and 
enemies) in the Middle East that 
Washington was no longer going to 
intervene in a region of the world 
that has so often been a source of 

US policy failures — and expensive 
failures, at that.

According to McCoy, Obama’s 
eagerness for a nuclear agreement 
with Iran was not based on weak-
ness but rather on his desire to 
“avoid the sort of military action 
yearned for by Republicans that 
would have mired Washington in 
yet another Middle Eastern war”. 
In addition to its own inherent 
dangers, such a war would have 
distracted from Obama’s broader 
goal of halting China’s threat to US 
supremacy.

And how is Obama achieving 
that goal? McCoy says it is through 
trade deals, particularly the two 
massive deals currently under 
negotiation: The Trans-Pacific 
Partnership (TPP) and the Trans-
Atlantic Trade and Investment 
Partnership (TTIP).

While critics have lambasted 
Obama for not intervening in Syria, 
or for negotiating with the ayatol-
lahs in Tehran, the president has 
been assembling two trade deals 
that — assuming they both are 
signed before the end of his term 
in office, which seems likely — will 
succeed in putting the United 
States at the centre of a mammoth 
economic area that accounts for 
two-thirds of world gross domes-
tic product and three-quarters of 
world trade. It also leaves China on 
the outside looking in.

If this were a game of chess, 
Obama would look across the table 
at Beijing, smile smugly, and say, 
“Check.”

McCoy does acknowledge a 
ruthless side to this game: “When 
grandmasters play the great game 

of geopolitics, there is, almost 
axiomatically, an indifference to 
any resulting collateral damage at 
home or abroad.”

The suffering Syrian population 
is, in this interpretation, “collateral 
damage” from Obama’s refusal to 
involve United States in another 
Middle East quagmire. The greater 
risk that Israel and other US allies 
may face because of the agreement 
with Iran can also be seen as “col-
lateral damage”.

Domestically, many environ-
mentalists are furious that Obama 
has allowed fracking and oil 
exploration in the US Arctic. But 
to the grandmaster — who also is 
a true environmentalist — this is 
collateral damage worth paying to 
achieve energy independence.

McCoy concludes: “Obama has 
revealed himself as one of the few 
US leaders since America’s rise to 
world power in 1898 who can play 
this particular great game of impe-
rial domination with the requisite 
balance of vision and ruthlessness. 
Obama has… potentially [laid] the 
groundwork for the continued 
planetary dominion of the United 
States deep into the 21st century.”

This administration’s policies 
in the Middle East are still open 
to criticism on many fronts and 
Obama can be called many things. 
But if McCoy is right, “clueless” 
and “weak” are not among them.

Mark Habeeb is the East-West  
section editor of The Arab 
Weekly and adjunct professor 
of Global Politics and Security 
at Georgetown University in 
Washington.

Mark Habeeb
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Egypt’s new capital project to involve Chinese
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

P 

lans by the Egyptian gov-
ernment to establish a 
new capital, the size of 
Singapore and seven 
times larger than Paris, are 

in doubt after an agreement with 
a Gulf real estate developer went 
awry. This is allowing other inter-
national construction companies, 
including one from China, to step 
in.

The Egyptian government an-
nounced in March that a UAE de-
veloper would be responsible for 
constructing the capital, which is 
expected to fill desert space be-
tween Cairo and the Red Sea prov-
ince of Suez, stretching to the Suez 
Canal and the eastern province of 
Ismailia.

Referred to as “The Capital” or 
the “New Administrative Capital”, 
the project covers 700 square kilo-
metres and is expected to house 5 
million people. Egyptian ministry 
headquarters and foreign embas-
sies would be moved from Cairo to 
the new city.

This enterprise, however, 
seemed to have suffered a setback 
after reports that the UAE devel-
oper would pull out due to finance-
related disagreements with the 
government.

The government said the UAE 
developer would be responsible for 
part of the project only, amid re-
ports about negotiations between 
Cairo and a major Chinese con-
struction company to take over the 
project.

Egyptian Investment Minister 
Ashraf Salman signed a memo-
randum of understanding on Sep-
tember 2nd with China State Con-
struction Engineering Corporation, 
ranked the third largest general 
contractor in the world, to take over 
part of the project. The work of the 
company in the new administrative 
capital will be financed by Chinese 
banks in the light of the memo.

“A huge project like this one 
should not be left in the hands of 
one company only or we will be 

running a great risk,” architect Mo-
hamed al-Bostani told The Arab 
Weekly. “The government should 
look for local partners to imple-
ment such a project.”

When it announced plans to con-
struct the new capital, the govern-
ment said the project would be 
financed by the UAE firm and that 
the money would not come from 
local banks.

The project was good news for 
Cairo residents. Demographic stud-
ies suggest that about 40 million 
people will be living in Cairo in the 
year 2050, up from 18 million at 
present.

When it was first envisioned, the 
new capital was strongly linked to 
Egyptian plans for the Suez Canal. 
Egypt created a parallel channel to 
the canal, allowing two-way tran-
sits for the first time since it opened 
in 1869.

Egypt plans to turn the banks of 
the canal into the Middle East re-
gion’s largest industrial and service 
hub, hoping to attract hundreds of 
billions of dollars in investments 
and create hundreds of thousands 
of jobs.

The new capital should be pe-
destrian-friendly, containing more 
than 10,000 kilometres of boule-
vards, avenues and streets, accord-
ing to media reports. It is also to 
have a vibrant recreational space to 
bring people together.

It is expected to consist of about 
40 residential districts. Its centre is 
expected to be made of skyscrapers 
and a tall monument said to resem-
ble the Eiffel Tower and the Wash-
ington Monument.

The city will also have a park dou-
ble the size of New York’s Central 
Park, artificial lakes, about 2,000 
educational institutions, a tech-
nology and innovation park, 663 
hospitals and clinics, 40,000 hotel 
rooms, a theme park four times the 

size of Disneyland, 90 square kilo-
metres of solar energy farms, an 
electric railway link with Cairo and 
an international airport.

All these plans are uncertain as 
the government seeks a major de-
veloper to implement the project.

On September 9th, Housing Min-
ister Mustafa Madbouly told a local 
newspaper that the government 
may build the project itself in coop-
eration with the private sector.

Given Egypt’s current economic 
hardship and lack of cash, this idea 
seems unfeasible, experts say.

“My suggestion is that the gov-
ernment opens the project for 
public subscription,” construction 
planning expert Abdel Khaliq al-
Taweel said. “This can put an end 
to funding problems.”

Egypt carried out a successful 
subscription process when it start-
ed the Suez Canal parallel channel. 
The project cost $8 billion, money 
that was not in government coffers 
at the time. To finance the project, 
the government allowed the public 
to subscribe in return for invest-
ment certificates with a 12% inter-
est rate. The money was collected 
in less than ten days.

However, the administrative cap-
ital project seems to be too large to 
implement in a similar fashion. The 
project is expected to cost $45 bil-
lion with an additional $2.2 billion 
for infrastructure.

Madbouly said the government 
had allocated $600 million for in-
frastructure, noting that compa-
nies affiliated with the Egyptian 
Army had started developing the 
infrastructure of the project.

Nevertheless, Taweel and like-
minded experts said the absence 
of serious national developers with 
the necessary financial capacity 
will make the project mere ink on 
paper.

“Instead of searching abroad 
for a developer, the government 
should look inside Egypt,” Taweel 
said. “We have major construction 
companies here that have a won-
derful track record.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher is a 
Cairo-based contributor to The 
Arab Weekly.

Arab markets unlikely to feel flight of foreign capital
Abdel-Rahman Ayas

Beirut

G 

lobal investors pulled 
an estimated $40 bil-
lion from emerging mar-
ket assets in the third 
quarter, seeking better 

returns in the United States where 
interest rates are expected to rise 
soon, but Arab markets, also clas-
sified as emerging, seem to have 
eschewed the losses and are likely 
to attract more foreign funds in the 
fourth quarter.

Gulf markets seem the least 
worried in the region since most 
of their national currencies are 
pegged directly or indirectly to the 
US dollar. “In Gulf markets in gen-
eral, especially in the UAE, where 
foreign investment is encouraged, 
usually foreign investments come 
and go for reasons other than dollar 
interest rates,” said Ziad Dabbas, an 
Abu Dhabi-based financial analyst 
and consultant.

“In any event, the prospective 
rise in US interest rates isn’t ex-
pected to exceed 0.25%, and since 
Gulf currencies are pegged to the 
dollar, the rise isn’t supposed to 
have a major effect on foreign in-
vestment,” Dabbas said. “Gulf mar-
kets allowing foreign investment of-
fer 4.5-5% returns, which is high in 
international standards. Thus, our 
markets are poised to attract more, 
not less investments.”

According to data from the Insti-
tute of International Finance (IIF), 
the third quarter was the worst 

since the end of 2008 in terms of 
fleeing foreign investments. An 
estimated $19 billion was pulled 
out of equities and $21 billion out 
of debt, the Washington-based fi-
nance industry body said in a re-
port September 29th.

Dovish signals from the US Fed-
eral Reserve’s September policy 
meeting provided a short-lived 
boost to emerging market flows. 
The Fed held off raising interest 
rates, which haven’t gone up since 
2006, citing concerns about slower 
global growth, China and market 
turbulence.

The decision generated a small 
relief rally in emerging markets but 
this soon reversed and the main 
equity benchmark ended the quar-
ter down almost 19%.

“Concerns about Fed lift off are… 
likely to have added to recent mar-
ket volatility, which seems to have 
weighed on emerging market port-
folio flows,” the IIF said. With a 
weak report on the US labour mar-
ket, released October 2nd, the Fed 
is widely seen as putting on hold its 
interest rate hike.

“Many observers believe that 
UAE and Saudi markets will at-
tract more foreign investments in 
the fourth quarter because stocks 
are highly yet justly priced,” Dab-
bas said. “The UAE markets, that 
is Abu Dhabi and Dubai, seem the 
first option in the Gulf, followed by 
the Saudi market”, which allowed 
for foreign investments as of June.

The investor sell-off represents 
the largest reversal since the fourth 

quarter of 2008, the height of the 
financial crisis, when emerging 
markets saw $105 billion in out-
flows, the IIF said. 

The quarterly figures include 
an unusually large revision to the 

IIF’s July debt flow estimate, from 
inflows of $6 billion to outflows of 
$12 billion.

Oil exporters, including Saudi 
Arabia and the UAE, have shack-
led their currencies to the dol-
lar in longstanding arrangements 
that made sense when commodity 
prices were high and the dollar was 
weak. However, Gulf countries’ 
currency pegs to the dollar are un-
der pressure from low oil prices 
and a stronger dollar but there is 
no chance of them being abolished, 
ratings agency Fitch said Septem-
ber 22nd.

“There is some pressure on 
exchange rate pegs in the re-
gion… (however,) it’s not going to 
 happen.

 I really don’t see any change for 
these exchange rate pegs,” said 
Paul Gamble, senior director at 
Fitch Ratings, adding that abolish-
ing the pegs would be a political 
rather than an economic decision. 
“The pegs are the key and really 
the only nominal anchor in these 

economies and the pegs are backed 
by huge reserves,” Gamble said at a 
briefing.

As long as oil pricing is done with 
the US dollar, Gulf states will con-
tinue to peg their currencies to it, 
a Gulf state official told The Arab 
Weekly. The currencies of Saudi 
Arabia, the UAE, Qatar, Oman, and 
Bahrain are directly pegged to the 
US dollar. Kuwait’s dinar is pegged 
to a basket of currencies that in-
cludes the dollar and the euro, he 
explained.

The fact that the rapid growth 
enjoyed by emerging markets over 
the past two decades could be 
in jeopardy as the world adjusts 
to China’s slowdown and a “pro-
longed period of low commodity 
prices” also worried Christine La-
garde, managing director of the In-
ternational Monetary Fund (IMF).

Speaking September 30th in 
Washington ahead of the IMF’s 
annual meeting, Lagarde warned 
that global growth was likely to 
be weaker in 2015 compared with 
2014 as emerging economies face a 
fifth consecutive year of declining 
growth.

“Gulf states have huge cash re-
serves from recent years when oil 
prices were high,” the Gulf state of-
ficial said. “They can continue to 
spend on their huge projects and, if 
they needed cash, they can borrow 
from local banks. No problem. And 
as they sustain their growth, their 
financial markets will continue to 
attract foreign investment.”

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

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

Many observers 
believe that UAE and 
Saudi markets will 
attract more foreign 
investments in the 
fourth quarter.

A model of a planned new capital for Egypt is displayed for 
investors at the opening of the Egypt Economic Development 
Conference (EEDC) in Sharm el-Sheikh, about 550 kilometres  
south of Cairo, on March 13, 2015.

The project is 
expected to cost $45 
billion with an 
additional $2.2 
billion for 
infrastructure.
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Islamic halal 
economy set to 
grow

Gulf banks’ profits 
to slide over low 
oil income: S&P

Iranian ministers 
warn of economic 
crisis

Briefs

The halal economy is expected to 
grow as the world’s Muslim popula-
tion expands and more products are 
certified in compliance with Islamic 
law, experts said.

Halal products include goods not 
containing pork or alcohol but also 
financial and tourism services.

“They are growing because [Mus-
lims] are increasing by 2.5 to 3% 
every year. 

Islam is the fastest growing reli-
gion,” said Muhammad Chaudry, 
president of the Islamic Food and 
Nutrition Council of America.

“Halal is a lifestyle. Countries like 
Japan and Korea are taking the lead 
to convert their restaurants and ho-
tels into halal-friendly so they can 
attract more tourists from Muslim 
countries.”

The head of the Emirates Author-
ity for Standardisation and Metrol-
ogy said the Organisation of Islamic 
Cooperation values the global halal 
sector at $2.3 trillion.
(Agence France-Presse)

Net earnings of Gulf banks are ex-
pected to fall as government spend-
ing slows due to the dive in oil rev-
enues, Standard and Poor’s ratings 
agency said.

Growth in net income declined to 
4% in the second quarter, compared 
with 7% in the first three months of 
the year and more than 10% each 
of the previous three quarters, S&P 
said in a report based on a survey of 
26 major Gulf banks.

“We expect Gulf banks’ net in-
come growth to decline below 10% 
in 2015 and potentially slow further 
in 2016,” the ratings agency said.

“But, owing to the knock-on ef-
fects of lower oil prices on growth 
and asset quality, earnings could 
weaken over the next several quar-
ters.” World oil prices have dropped 
more than 50% since June 2014. 
The International Monetary Fund 
forecasts that will result in a $300 
billion drop in revenues this year 
for Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, 
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 
Emirates.
(Agence France-Presse)

Four Iranian government minis-
ters warned of a possible economic 
crisis because of the plunge in prices 
of oil and other commodities.

In a letter to Iranian President 
Hassan Rohani, the ministers of 
Economy, Industry, Labour and De-
fence said “incompatible” policies 
were causing harm.

“If urgent action is not taken, stag-
nation could turn into crisis,” the 
letter said, noting that capital was 
in short supply because of falling in-
come from oil, metals and minerals.

The letter appeared consistent 
with views of analysts who say, 
with inflation, a target area for the 
first years of the Rohani presidency, 
down to 15% — as opposed to 42% 
when Rohani took office — a change 
of policy is needed.

The government, fresh from a nu-
clear deal with world powers that 
should see economic sanctions lift-
ed, is trying to attract foreign cash 
into sectors long starved of invest-
ment.
(Agence France-Presse)

Economy

Artisanal honey making in Lebanon
The sweet, sticky and eco-friendly venture of Achrafieh
Samar Kadi

Beirut

L 

ooking for a sweet and 
sticky experience? 
L’Atelier du Miel boutique 
in Achrafieh, a posh Bei-
rut neighbourhood, is the 

place to be. Displayed in a modu-
lar structure inspired by beehives, 
honey pots of different sizes and 
colourful labels hold more than 20 
types of the elixir, summing up the 
various flavours of Lebanon’s di-
verse ecosystem.

Honey making, which offers a 
sweet facet of the increasingly pop-
ular artisanal food in Lebanon, for 
the shop’s proprietors is also about 
empowering farmers and beekeep-
ers and boosting awareness about 
the environment.

Architect by training but bee-
keeper by avocation Marc Bou Nas-

sif said he is proud of the product. 
“Honey is the essence of nature,” 
he said. “Flowers feeding bees and 
bees turning the nectar into honey 
and giving it to us, it kind of sum-
marises nature.”

Growing up in the city and hold-
ing regular 9-to-5 job as adults, Bou 
Nassif and his partners — his broth-
er Ralph, a business consultant; 
and computer engineer Rabi Tra-
boulsi — wanted to be close to na-
ture and engage in an eco-friendly 
project.

They decided to try beekeep-
ing, even though they had no clue 
about how to do it.

“Beekeeping is also about dis-
covering nature because we move 
our beehives from one place to 
another all year round, following 
the seasons and flower blossoming 
to get different flavours of honey,” 
Marc Bou Nassif said.

Enlisting the knowledge of a 
French expert, the three amateurs 
began with 90 beehives four years 
ago, with the aim of introducing a 
new and professional concept of 
honey production in Lebanon, a 
country where beekeeping is un-
dertaken mostly as a hobby and 
without innovation.

“We wanted to bring in a fresh 

eye to the process of producing 
honey. Traditional beekeepers 
move their beehives twice a year 
from the mountain to the coast and 
vice versa but in Lebanon you can 
do much more in view of its special 
geography,” Marc Bou Nassif said.

With a small area but diverse flo-
ra and climes from the coast to the 
highest mountains, Lebanon offers 
a special “grazing” ground for bees, 
making it the “land of honey and 
milk”, as mentioned in the Bible.

The young entrepreneur pointed 
out that his bees travel across Leb-
anon at least 20 times a year, de-
pending on the season. “We have 
20 locations for placing the bee-
hives according to the season and 
the type of blossoms,” he said.

For instance, to produce cedar 
honey, the beehives are placed in 
the summer in the cedars forests 
of Ain Dara and Barouk in the heart 
of the Chouf mountains; for thyme 
honey, it is the “pastures” in En-
feh in northern Lebanon; for eu-
calyptus honey, the northernmost 
province of Akkar is the best place; 
while for orange blossom honey, 
the bees are taken to the coastal 
area of Tyre in the south.

As the business grew, the three 
partners contracted five beekeep-
ers to increase their product’s 
quantity and variety.

“The contractors are all freshly 
graduated agriculture engineers,” 
Marc Bou Nassif said. “We adopt 
the beehives, they take care of 
moving them around and collect-
ing the honey and we buy the prod-
uct after it is submitted to a special 
system for quality control.”

By working with local beekeep-
ers and young farmers freshly out 
of university, L’Atelier du Miel is 
providing sustainable and eco-
friendly work opportunities across 
Lebanon.

From 250 kilograms of honey 
produced in the first year from 90 
beehives, the quantity increased 
to more than 20 tonnes with 1,000 
beehives in a span of four years.

“We work as a team,” explained 

Jimmy Aoun, a beekeeper contrib-
uting to the production of L’Atelier 
du Miel.

“It is a tightly interlinked chain 
that starts with the breeding of 
queen bees and the army of each 
queen, to the travelling of beehives 
to various feeding grounds and 
then the extraction and market-
ing of the honey. Any break in that 
chain would disrupt or slow down 
the process,” said Aoun, who em-
ploys several farmers and young 
agriculture engineers.

Aoun, an agro-engineer, said he 
does the reproduction of queens 
and armies, which are placed in the 
hives of 20,000 bees each.

“It is a science to make queen 
bees. Each queen bee fits in a par-
ticular environment and is placed 
in the location where it can thrive 
and produce at the maximum,” 
Aoun explained. “Some bees are 
more productive on the coast or in 
locations at a low altitude, because 
they cannot resist colder weather, 
whereas others thrive in colder 
places for instance.”

Honey making did not divert Bou 
Nassif and his partners from their 
original professions.

“For me, architecture and bee-
keeping are complementary,” Marc 
Bou Nassif said. “Nature has been a 
great inspiration for me as an archi-
tect, especially in the design of the 
boutique.”

A visit to the boutique is also an 
opportunity for “honey tasting” 
as exciting an experience as wine 
tasting, with more than 20 flavours 
on display.

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

L’Atelier du Miel is 
providing 
sustainable and 
eco-friendly work 
opportunities across 
Lebanon.

Honey making offers 
a sweet facet of the 
increasingly popular 
artisanal food in 
Lebanon.

Honey is produced in more than 20 different locations in Lebanon, offering an array of nature’s f lavours.

More than 20 flavours of honey are offered at L’Atelier du Miel.
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Kurdish attempt to change curriculum in Hasakah fizzles
Ragheb Jbour

Hasakah, Syria

T 

he Kurdish Democratic 
Union Party (PYD) is seek-
ing to impose new curric-
ula for elementary educa-
tion in Kurdish language 

in Hasakah, a move seen as a step 
towards creating an independent 
entity in the mainly Kurdish-pop-
ulated province in north-eastern 
Syria.

However, the attempt has been 
largely rejected by Kurdish and Arab 
parents alike, many of whom re-
fused to send their children to pub-
lic schools. Administrators of some 
private institutions threatened to 
close if they were compelled to 
change official curricula.

“The Kurds were the first to reject 
this change utterly, fearing for the 

future of their children and them 
getting an education which is not 
recognised or certified by any offi-
cial authority,” said a Kurdish source 
from the town of Qamishli, who 
spoke on condition of anonymity.

Consequently, the number of 
students returning to school at the 
beginning of the academic year 
dropped dramatically.

“Children enrolling in the first 
elementary grade reached unprec-
edented lows. In some schools the 
numbers did not exceed ten stu-
dents compared to more than 100 
children starting their academic life 
in previous years,” the source added.

Under the amended curriculum, 
courses will be given only in Kurdish 
in the first three elementary grades, 
covering the subjects of mathemat-
ics, Kurdish grammar and humani-
ties. New books were printed and 
teachers were trained by the PYD for 
that purpose.

The subject of patriotic national 
education was modified to focus 
on Kurdish national issues and to 
reproduce the thought of Kurdish 
leader Abdullah Ocalan, taking into 
account the cultural and intellec-
tual diversity of the region

The source pointed out that the 
Education Department in Ha-
sakah rejected the PYD 
move altogether. The 
PYD then proposed di-
viding classes based 
on ethnic basis: Kurds 
would be compelled to 
enroll in the Kurdish 
programme and Arabs 
would have to sit for 
three hours of Kurd-
ish language lessons 
per week.

Marwan Ahmad, 
a prominent Kurd-
ish writer and lawyer, 
has been outspoken in opposi-
tion to PYD’s “meddling” with the 
educational programme.

“Such mentality will deprive our 
children from (proper) education 
and no Kurdish parents will accept 
that,” Ahmad warned.

“The future of Kurdish children 
is at stake because the Syrian state 
will not recognise their education 
and will not grant them the neces-
sary certificates to be able to ac-
quire a higher education at home or 
abroad,” he said, alleging that Kurd-
ish teachers appointed to introduce 
the new curricula have no qualifi-
cations and many were originally 
“mere shepherds”.

A teacher in the Kurdish pro-
gramme rejected Ahmad’s accusa-
tions, stressing that she holds a bac-
calaureate degree and had followed 
a special three-month training or-
ganised by the PYD to explain the 

new curricula.
“I was in contact with my direct 

trainer only and don’t know anyone 
from the authority in charge of the 
programme. I know that I will be 
paid a monthly salary of 20,000 Syr-
ian pounds ($60) for doing the job 
I was trained for,” said the teacher, 
who asked not to be named.

She said the parents of 
five students, among 
some 200, have accept-
ed that their children 

be educated in Kurdish 
in the Qamishli school 

to which she and three 
other teachers have been 

assigned.
At the start of the school 

year in September, some 
parents sought to send their 
children to private schools 

that do not fall under PYD 
control. “I am struggling to 

have my children accepted 
in any private school to save them 
from such a big problem,” said 
Kurdish citizen Ahmad Ismail.

“Most private schools, especially 
those run by the Christian clergy, 
are overwhelmed by new students 
from all religions because of the 
issue of the Kurdish programme. 
They are not accepting any more 
children,” Ismail said.

A number of private schools that 
were asked to implement the Kurd-
ish programme threatened to close.

“In case we are forced by any non-
governmental authority to start 
teaching in any language other than 
Arabic, the school administration 
will shut down the place and turn it 
into a charity or even a sports club,” 
said the supervisor of a private es-
tablishment who asked to be identi-
fied as Myrna.

In addition to the Kurdish Peo-

ple’s Protection Unit, control over 
Hasakah is also shared by the re-
gime forces and the Islamic State 
(ISIS), although the largest part is 
dominated by the Kurdish group. 
In regime-held areas of Hasakah, 
schools are sticking to the official 
programme. Schools in ISIS terri-
tory have been closed for two years.

Arab citizens of Hasakah oppose 
attempts to impose teaching Kurd-
ish on Arab students. “If they want 
to propagate their language, they 
should rather open private institu-
tions where Kurdish children can 
learn their mother tongue, as well as 
non-Kurds who wish to do so,” saidd 
Suleiman Jassem, an Arab resident 
of Qamishli.

Ahmad Ali, a teacher in Qamishli, 
noted that “Kurdish language is not 
officially recognised or used in any 
government departments, hence 
there is no need to teach it, especial-
ly in the elementary cycle.”

“Moreover, students cannot 
learn Arabic, English and Kurdish 
language grammar all together, be-
cause the curricula would then be 
transformed into one for languages 
only,” Ali said.

The current curriculum is that of 
the Education Ministry and no one 
is allowed to change it or remove 
any of its subjects, he added.

Ragheb al-Jbour, a pseudonym 
used for safety reasons, is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent based in 
north-eastern Syria.

A member of the Kurdish People’s Protection Units (YPG) walks by 
a school wall bearing graffiti reading in Arabic “YPG, the lions of 
our era” in Hasakah.

The Education 
Department in 
Hasakah rejected 
the PYD move 
altogether.

Language start-up 
aims to help Arabic 
learners and Syrian 
refugees
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

A 

t a time when the plight 
of Syrian refugees domi-
nates the headlines, a 
non-profit start-up in 
Lebanon is helping Syr-

ian refugees help themselves while 
providing a valuable Arabic lan-
guage resource to international stu-
dents.

NaTakallam — “We Talk” — is a 
new language-learning platform 
which seeks to connect Arabic lan-
guage learners in the West with 
Arabic conversation partners, spe-
cifically Syrian refugees in Lebanon, 
over Skype. Created by Columbia 
University graduates Aline Sara, 
Anthony Guerbidjian and Reza Rah-
nema, NaTakallam is in its infancy 
but already making waves.

“It kind of just happened organi-
cally, with some friends, with no 
major blogging or tweeting or ad-
vertising. Because people are very 
aware of the refugee crisis today, 
NaTakallam got shared and went vi-
ral in our little community of people 
interested in Arabic and the Middle 
East. It went faster than we expect-
ed,” Sara said.

NaTakallam began as a pilot pro-
gramme for the Columbia Venture 
Competition and was launched as a 
pilot study for a World Bank compe-
tition. Although the idea did well in 
both competitions, it failed to make 
the final cut. But the co-founders 
moved ahead with the backing of 
Beirut-based non-profit SAWA for 

Development and Aid.
NaTakallam has about 12 paid 

Syrian “conversation partners” who 
speak to around 60 students across 
the world, most of them in the Unit-
ed States and Europe. “We’re cur-
rently actively recruiting because 
the demand is much higher than the 
supply [of conversation partners] 
that we gathered for the pilot study. 
The supply is there, and we’re now 
trying to recruit them on the pro-
gramme,” Sara said.

Arabic is a relatively difficult lan-
guage to learn, consisting of both a 
formal “classical” or standard form 
— fus’ha — and a colloquial form — 
amiyah. It is the latter, which is used 
in everyday encounters, the Syrian 
conversation partners are teaching.

“The idea is that you don’t need to 
have a background in teaching. It’s 
about conversations,” Sara said.

“Our conversation partners are 
not teachers, per se, though some 
have a background in informal pri-
vate tutoring. It’s mostly middle-
class Syrians who either have an 
academic degree or were on their 
way to getting one when the conflict 
interrupted their studies. For the 
most part, they are in their 20s and 
30s and come from all across the 

country, from Damascus, Aleppo, 
Deir ez-Zor.”

Western students, most of whom 
are seeking to put theoretical Arabic 
language learning into practice, are 
happy to be able to improve their 
language skills while also helping 
the refugees. More than this, Na-
Takallam brings people together.

“The NaTakallam programme 
allows me to continue my Arabic 
studies in an affordable and flex-
ible way,” US student Paige Kol-
lock said. “My instructor Hosam 
and I speak about politics, religion, 
work and family. We have a similar 
mindset even through our upbring-
ing and lives are completely differ-
ent, which further confirms that 
language is truly a bridge between 
cultures.”

“When I speak with Hosam, it 
doesn’t feel like work. I enjoy it. I 
hope that we will remain friends 
even if the classes stop and that one 
day we can meet in person,” she 
added.

NaTakallam is more than just a 
language resource for Western stu-
dents. It is helping Syrian refugees 
stranded in Lebanon, their lives on 
hold while conflict rages in their 
home country, to do something 
positive.

More than 1 million Syrians have 
registered as refugees in Lebanon, 
although the number of Syrians in 
the small Mediterranean country 
is likely higher. “One out of every 
four or five people in Lebanon is 
a Syrian refugee, mostly with no 
right to work and in a difficult situ-
ation.

NaTakallam gives them a chance 
to bring something to the table,” 
Sara said.

“These are people who had a 
life, had a future, before the war 
took that away. I think the media 
tends to associate refugees with 
the image of someone desperate or 
underprivileged, frequently forget-
ting the skills and background they 
are bringing along with them. This 

is a misconception. These are peo-
ple exactly like us.”

Depression and post-traumatic 
stress are facts of life for refugees in 
general. Living in a precarious state 
between the past and an uncertain 
future, with their personal lives, 
studies and careers on hold, Syrian 
refugees live in a state of perpetual 
anxiety. NaTakallam, in some small 
way, also aims to address that.

“Many Syrians are dealing with 
depression, feeling that every-
thing they’ve done, everything 
they’ve worked towards, is now just 
useless,” Sara said. “So with Na-
Takallam they are bringing some-
thing to the table again and that’s 
great.

“It might be the difference be-
tween a Syrian who will be able to 
get by because he’s subsisting on a 
little bit of money but will fall into 
depression versus someone who 
has something to look forward to 
each week, meeting with students 
and imparting knowledge.”

Pressing needs. Young Syrian refugees attend class at a public school in the Lebanese village of Zahle 
in the Bekaa valley.

NaTakallam got 
shared and went 
viral in our little 
community of 
people interested in 
Arabic and the 
Middle East.
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Egypt’s ‘Pink Taxis’ a success
Reem Fawzi, the director of the Pink Taxi company, speaks with her team of women drivers at her office in Cairo.

Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

E 

gypt’s ‘Pink Taxi’, the 
country’s first female-on-
ly cab service, is proving 
to be a success a month 
after the rose-coloured 

cars started circulating Cairo’s over-
crowded streets.

Owner Reem Fawzi and her col-
leagues have been overwhelmed by 
the high demand for their services.

“This is more than what we ex-
pected when we launched the pro-
ject,” she said. “We receive tens of 
phone calls every day from women 
who want our taxis to give them 
rides to different destinations.”

Fawzi launched the service in re-
sponse to nationwide demands for 
women-only transport in a country 
plagued by rampant sexual harass-
ment. Her drivers all are women 
and men are not allowed into the 
taxis unless they are in the compa-
ny of female passengers.

The taxis are ordered by phone 
and are equipped with global po-
sitioning system (GPS) devices to 
help the company track the ve-
hicles and reach them in case of 

emergency.
Unlike many of the creaky all-

white or black-and-white taxis fill-
ing the dense streets of Cairo, Faw-
zi’s taxis are neat and clean. Drivers 
wear uniforms and speak different 
languages.

Driver Abeer Hosni, a 33-year-old 
graduate of the Tourism College, 
said she finds her new job interest-
ing.

“The clients always tell me that 
they feel more comfortable with me 
and other female drivers,” she said.

She said when she drives her 
shiny pink taxi, she is looked at 
with envy by male drivers sitting 
behind the wheels of their tradi-
tional taxis.

The general assumption by most 
male drivers is that the pink taxis 

will harm their business by taking 
away customers. “One of them once 
barked at me that we would cause 
him and other male colleagues to 
lose their work,” Hosni said.

Harassment is a serious concern 
for women in Egypt, which is sec-
ond only to Afghanistan in this re-
gard, according to the United Na-
tions gender equality and women 
empowerment entity known as UN 
Women. 86.5% of Egyptian women 
surveyed said they did not feel safe 
in public transportation and 82.6% 
said they did not feel safe on the 
streets.

This largely explains the warm 
welcome the pink taxis received.

“This is a great idea,” Shaimaa 
Sayed, a 35-year-old housewife, 
said of the pink taxis. “I will feel 
safe with a female driver. Male driv-
ers always harass female passen-
gers.”

Sayed, a mother of two, said she 
was especially fascinated with the 
idea that the pink taxis come to 
passengers’ doorsteps. She said this 
makes transport easier for women 
to find, even if it is a little more ex-
pensive.

Fawzi has 59 drivers now, all 
working within Cairo and its out-
skirts. She says she selects her driv-

ers carefully from among university 
graduates who could not find other 
jobs.

After they are hired, the women 
are trained in communication and 
instructed about the best roads to 
use to reach the clients’ destina-
tions as quickly as possible.

The pink taxi fare is a little higher 
than that of traditional taxis. “This 
is so because we go to clients, pick 
them up and then take them to the 
required destinations,” Fawzi said. 
“This means that we actually go to 
the clients, not vice versa.”

Some of the drivers have, mean-
while, said they found it hard to 
convince their parents of the idea 
of driving a taxi, which is mainly a 
male job in a traditional and con-
servative society as Egypt.

Hosni said her father was flabber-
gasted when she told him about the 
new job. “I managed to convince 
him with pain that I would try the 
job only for a few days,” she said.

But having been on the job for 
almost a month, Hosni said she be-
lieves it is “enjoyable” although it 
does not match her education and 
credentials.

Fawzi gives Hosni and other 
female drivers who work seven-
hour shifts daily, a monthly salary 
of 3,000 Egyptian pounds — about 
roughly $375 — a relatively great 
amount of money for a taxi driver 

in Egypt.
Fawzi’s company had its busiest 

times during the four-day holiday 
marking the Muslim feast of Eid 
al-Adha, in September. Her staff 
simply could not cope up with the 
soaring demand.

“Among the customers, there 
were tourists and very highly edu-
cated Egyptian women,” she said. 
“They are all people who wanted 
to arrive safely to their destinations 
without problems.”

Egypt issued its first anti-sexual 
harassment law almost a year ago, 
under which convicted violators 
could face up to a year imprison-
ment. However, anti-harassment 
activists complain that the law is 
scarcely enforced by the authori-
ties, now busy trying to bring order 
back to the streets after years of tur-
moil.

Egyptian Tourism Minister Hish-
am Zaazou is expected to honour 
Fawzi and her drivers soon. She 
says the government thinks that 
the project is offering a boost to 
Egypt’s tourism sector, which has 
been hard hit by years of turmoil 
that followed the 2011 uprising.

“Apart from fighting harassment, 
we want to encourage tourism,” 
Fawzi said. “We want to show eve-
rybody that our country is so safe 
that women are driving taxis with-
out fear.”

Drivers of the Pink Taxi company make their way to their taxis 
before starting work at the company’s office in Cairo.

Mervat al-Badry, a Pink Taxi driver, parks her taxi in Cairo.

86.5%
of Egyptian 
women surveyed 
said they did not 
feel safe in public 
transportation.
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Tunis

B 

oasting French colonial ar-
chitecture, downtown Tu-
nis safeguards landmark 
buildings and neighbour-
hoods that have withstood 

time. In the back alleys of Avenue 
Habib Bourguiba, Dabagheen street 
sits amongst the decaying build-
ings around it, its bookshops still 
open almost in defiance of changes 
brought about by technology. But 
like bookshops almost everywhere, 
they are becoming noticeably more 
run-down as customers become an 
ever rarer breed.

Originally a market for leather 
products, Dabagheen became a hub 
for bookworms following Tunisian 
independence in 1956. Today, the 
seven bookshops in the area — there 
were once about 20 — are lively as 
customers pop in, seeking certain 
titles. Others ask about the sec-
tion for novels to look for their fa-
vourite writer. In one of the shops, 
where the dimly lit space is unusu-
ally packed with books, the owner 
moves swiftly between the piles 
looking for titles his customers re-
quested.

“This place has inspired a great 
change in the cultural scene. Dat-
ing back to 1959, this bookshop has 
lived all different decades as reflect-
ed in the changes of quality and type 
of books requested by customers,” 
said Mohsen Omri, who has worked 
for 30 years as an employee of a 
bookshop.

“Business differed from one dec-
ade to another and so did the qual-
ity of the reader. Back in the 60s and 

the 70s, people were more interest-
ed in reading than today. Reading 
was encouraged by the government.

“The original owner of this shop, 
the late Abdessatar Mzoughi, was 
the first Tunisian to open this kind 
of bookstore. After 30 years here, I 
call this place Ali Baba’s cave. It has 
all the books you can possibly think 
about: philosophical, religious and 
political can be found here.”

According to the shop’s owner, 
Hichem Mzoughi, Abdessatar’s son, 
government policy as well as the 
lack of readers in the country has 
deeply affected business.

“The policy of the government 
changed after Ben Ali came to 
power. He imposed censorship on 
people. First, the price of books in-
creased, then some themes were 
banned. People also used to ex-
change books. Now readers are no 
longer interested,” Mzoughi said.

Recent surveys suggest that Tuni-
sians are not avid book readers, with 
the annual average of pages read not 
exceeding three pages per Tunisian.

Yet, there has been a growing 
change in the relationship of the 
average Tunisian to books. Follow-
ing the revolution, as censorship de-
creased, there was a bit of a revival 
of interest in books and bookshops.

“The revolution brought back 
some readers as they knew they can 
find what they seek in these stores. 
Books on religion and ideologies 
were no longer banned and could be 
found in these bookshops at a rea-
sonable price. After the revolution, 
I remember we constantly had peo-
ple asking for books about Islamic 
philosophy and communist ide-
ologies. These were popular,” Omri 
stated.

“The problem now is the price of 
the book. These bookstores are sup-
posed to provide affordably priced 
books. Yet it is not the case as books 
are getting more and more expen-
sive. If that can be fixed, readers will 
be back.”

To support bookstores and read-
ing, small book clubs have sprung 

around Tunis among younger peo-
ple. Student Leila Bezzine, along 
with other members of the Medina 
Book Club, started a campaign in 
August to save the Dabagheen book-
stores. 

They visited stores and bought 
books during an event that many 
hope becomes a monthly ritual. “It 
started with a book club initiative 
that gathered young people inter-
ested in reading and chose for it to 
be located in the Medina. The book 
club explores both books and the 
Medina by having the book club 
sessions in different places in the 
Medina for the sake of exploration,” 
Bezzine said.

She added: “Then we launched a 
campaign to save the old bookstores 
as we noticed that they are encoun-
tering many difficulties with the de-

cline in their customers. Some even 
closed. Around a couple of hundred 
people showed up that day to buy 
books and encourage the owners… 
The owners were very happy to see 
that crowd and opened their space 
for us. They were very welcoming.”

To save these old bookstores, 
Omri says the government has to 
take an active role in promoting 
reading among younger genera-
tions. 

“The government has to inter-
vene. Tunisians now are not avid 
readers,” Omri said. “This could be 
changed through including reading 
sessions in primary schools. Now 
pupils rarely read or do their own 
research for school. Instead, they 
rely on the internet or their par-
ents. The problem is we have a lot 
of books but no readers or we find 

readers that are only interested in 
one kind. Back in the ‘80s, readers 
would read anything or any writer. 
Now we have readers who won’t 
read unless they find the specific 
genre they are looking for.”

As a father and his son entered 
the bookshop, Omri directed them 
to the section for children as he was 
answering their questions about the 
best stories for children who are 
starting to learn how to read.

“Now in this bookstore, we have 
all sorts of books. We don’t exclude 
genres or people. We have every-
thing as this is a space open for all 
types and categories of people,” 
Omri said.

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

Saving Tunis’s old city bookshops
Roua Khlifi

New generation of book readers.                                                                                             Photo courtesy of the Medina Book Club.

To support 
bookstores and 
reading, small book 
clubs have sprung 
around Tunis among 
younger people.

London

T 

hirty-seven years ago, 
the American University 
in Cairo (AUC) Press pub-
lished its first English-
language translation of 

an Arabic novel, Naguib Mahfouz’s 
Miramar.  At the Frankfurt Book 
Fair, opening October 14th, the 
press will announce a new imprint 
to expand and promote its stock of 
Arabic literature in English.

“We want to people to read the 
books not because they think it will 
‘improve their minds’ but because 
they’ll have a good reading expe-
rience,” Neil Hewison, associate 
director for editorial programmes, 
said.

From its tentative beginning 
with Mahfouz, the press now has 
76 writers in print, ranging across 
the Arab world from Tunisia’s Has-
souna Mosbahi and the southern 
Libyan Tuareg writer Ibrahim al-
Koni to 12 Iraqis. Hewison has been 
at AUC press since 1986 as editor, 
translator and managing editor. He 
now supervises the programme of 
translating literature while leaving 
the final choice of novels to an ap-
pointed group.

“We listen to recommendations 
from translators, professors and 
critics,” he said. “Sometimes, au-
thors walk in and say, ‘Here’s my 
novel. It’s the best book ever writ-
ten. Please translate it.’ Not every 
great book in Arabic will appeal to 
an English-language reading audi-
ence. “If people are talking princi-
pally about the language or style, 
then is it still a good book in trans-
lation? Also, the matter may some-

times be too parochial. The great 
thing about Naguib Mahfouz is that 
although his writing is localised, 
about Egyptian families in the old 
city of Cairo, he manages to univer-
salise the human relations.”

Winning the Nobel Literature 
Prize in 1988 was a turning point 
not just for Mahfouz and the Ara-
bic novel, but for AUC press. “It 
was partly our translations that 
led to him getting the prize,” said 
Hewison, “as the people in Sweden 
were reading French and English 
translations.” The resulting rush 
of interest in Arabic fiction led the 
press to translate Taha Hussein, 
Yusuf Idris and Tawfiq al-Hakim. 
From this came a broader pro-
gramme reaching far beyond what 
might now be seen as classic writ-
ing.

Hamdy el-Gazzar’s Private 
Pleasures (2013), for example, is 
described by the publisher as a 
“Milleresque” account of a “three-
day sex, drink and drug binge 

of a 30-something news- reader 
in the back streets and crumbling 
apartments of his native Giza”, fea-
turing such characters as “philo-
sophical prostitutes, nightmarish 
butchers, serene Koran-readers, 
pious family members, religious 
conmen, autistic tissue-sellers and 
others”.

Likewise Women of Karantina 
(2013), by Nael Eltoukhy, is hardly 
classical. Its cartoon cover opens to 
a cartoon-like but shocking open-
ing and a direct, alluring style. 
“The Arabic edition had a similar 
cover, by the same cartoonist,” said 
Hewison, “and the author strongly 
requested we use the same artist 
[for the English edition] because 

he felt this captured the spirit of 
the novel”.

Women of Karantina also illus-
trates the challenge facing a trans-
lator. “The Arabic is distinctive and 
Robin [Moger] managed to capture 
that,” said Hewison. “The transla-
tor must firstly reflect the spirit of 
the original text, secondly render it 
in natural, elegant English.

“Sometimes we can nicely match 
a translator to a particular author 
with a sense that they’re on the 
same wavelength. Some transla-
tors are more comfortable work-
ing with Egyptian writers, some 
with Moroccan and so on: even 
with modern standard Arabic there 
are regional differences in the way 
people write.”

 Some writers want to be in-
volved in translation, some don’t. 
This isn’t just because some know 
English well and some not at all. 
Mahfouz, said Hewison, wanted 
nothing to do with translating his 
books.

“He could read English, and 
French, but he wasn’t interested 
in reading translations. He said, 
‘You’re creating a new work. You 
do it however it works for you.’ 
Similarly, when his novels were 
converted into films, he never had 
anything to do with the scripts. 
He wrote original screenplays but 
never converted one of his own 
novels.”

By contrast Radwa Ashour, who 
died in November 2014, took great 
interest in the translation of her 
epic about a Palestinian family, 
The Woman from Tantoura (2014). 
She made many suggestions to Kay 
Heikkinen, the translator, an Amer-
ican who teaches Arabic at Chicago 
University. 

Hewison modestly minimises his 
own role. Born in Yorkshire, Eng-
land, he took a degree in linguis-
tics at York University and opted 
for Voluntary Service Overseas, 
expecting to utilise his two years 
studying Swahili.

“I thought I’d be sent to East Af-
rica. Well, I was almost right,” he 
said. “They sent me to teach Eng-
lish in a secondary college in Fay-
oum, an oasis town 100km south-
west of Cairo. I knew nothing about 
the Arab world.”

That changed. Hewison learned 
Arabic, wrote a book about Fayoum 
and headed to Cairo in 1982, four 
years before he joined AUC press. 
He insists he has so much still to 
discover. “I don’t read enough,” he 
complained. “What we translate is 
a tiny proportion.”

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

Translation of Arabic novels expands at AUC Press
Gareth Smyth

Not every great  
book in Arabic  
will appeal to an 
English-language 
reading audience.



23October 9, 2015

Culture

East Lansing, Michigan

H 

idden away in pro-
tected archival space at 
Michigan State Univer-
sity (MSU) is a surpris-
ing trove that Special 

Collections Librarian Patrick Olson 
refers to as “the largest collection 
of comic books on the planet”.  The 
collection’s oldest holdings — con-
sidered the first comic books — are 
by Rodolphe Toepffer, published 
during the 1830s and 1840s in Swit-
zerland.

“We’ll never compete with Har-
vard’s illuminated manuscripts or 
Duke’s Egyptian papyrus collec-
tion,” Olson said, “but we lead in the 
comic niche.”

Quite a few universities main-
tain collections of comic books and 
graphic novels and MSU has a grow-
ing section from the Arab world. 
The collection has grown through 
private collectors’ donations and 
direct acquisitions by staff, prin-
cipally Comic Art Bibliographer 
Randall Scott, who visits book fairs 

in the United States and overseas, 
and Deborah Margolis, Middle East 
Studies & Anthropology librarian, 
whose relationships in Lebanon, 
Jordan, the Palestinian territories 
and Israel facilitate acquiring con-
tent and collaborations.

Beyond Tarzan — the Arabic ver-
sions of which are in the archives 
— contemporary Arab comic artists 
and writers join a flourishing indus-
try as the genre gains momentum. 
Humour as artifice tackles taboos 
head-on and often rises above dif-
ficult subjects but comic artists’ 
repeated depictions of the Prophet 
Mohammad demonstrates their po-
tentially dangerous power.

Amid societal turmoil, many Arab 
youth gravitate to comics, which are 
accessible across educational lev-
els and offer a bit of relief through 
amusing plots and colourful charac-
ters — both fantastical and human. 
While most comics offer pure en-
tertainment, some promote specific 
agendas.

MSU’s collection includes 23 is-
sues of the boldly unconventional 
series called The 99, created by Ku-
waiti media executive Naif al-Muta-
wa. This series, whose name alludes 

to the 99 attributes of Allah, aims to 
promote the universality of Muslim 
values through an entertaining cast 
of 99 characters.

In contrast to the US agitprop 
developed by government contrac-
tors to appeal to Iraqi children, The 
99 was created by Arabs for Arab 
and other youth to offer a different 
narrative through the adventures 
of “the first superheroes from the 
Muslim world”.

At one of MSU’s Comics Forum 
events, Salah Hassan, associate 
professor of Arab American and 
Muslim American Studies, talked 
about Mutawa’s venture to create 
The 99, explaining how he “dodged 
cultural minefields and confronted 
the harsh realities” of financing and 
censorship.

Despite being banned in Saudi 
Arabia and Kuwait when it appeared 
in 2006, the series gathered favour-
able acclaim and was printed in the 
United States until 2009. Electronic 
publication continued until Sep-
tember 2013, having spawned other 
series that continue. Critics remain 
strident and last year the Kuwait 
Times reported a declaration of re-

ward from the Islamic State (ISIS) 
for Mutawa’s assassination.

Another Comics Forum event, 
led by Assistant Professor of Lin-
guistics Sadam Issa, featured a 
film about Palestinian activist, 
journalist and cartoonist Naji 
al-Ali whose work is also in the 
archives. Issa’s 2013 doctoral 
dissertation focused on Pal-
estinian cartoons from 1967-
2009.

The graphic novel Je Me Souviens 

Beyrouth (I Remember Beirut) by 
Lebanese writer Zeina Abirached, 
features striking black-and-white 
drawings of animated characters 
and their speech bubbles. This col-
lection of wartime memories tells 
the stories of ordinary people’s day-
to-day struggles.

Another graphic novel, 
Cairo by American 
G. Willow Wilson, 
is a modern fa-
ble in which five 
strangers in Cairo 
interact with a 
genie and the un-
derworld. Wilson, 
who lived in the 
Egyptian capital for 
several years, de-
scribes herself as “a 
student of religion 
and a comics writer”. The American 
Library Association listed Cairo as 
the top graphic novel for teens in 
2007. 

Among the more eclectic works 
in the collection is an original 1982 
broadside by British cartoonist 
Ralph Steadman. This broad-
side is a visual interpretation of 
Mahmoud Darwish’s poem Earth, 
which is printed at the top. Stead-
man painted a somewhat abstract 
image of a prone man, lying on a 
plinth with dead-open eyes. Except 
for the head, his body is transparent 
and his heart seems to explode into 
his gaping mouth while his arms 
hang limp.

Also in the stacks is a bound col-
lection of the Youth Times from its 
founding in 1998 to 2009, believed 
to be the only issues outside the 
Middle East. The Ramallah-based 
Palestinian newspaper is a project 
of the Palestinian Youth Association 
for Leadership and Rights Activa-
tion. Its 24-page, full-colour issues 
appear monthly in Arabic and Eng-
lish, written by young people, for 
young people. 

The Youth Times develops writ-
ers aged 14-25 into leaders while 

providing Palestinian and interna-
tional audiences with important 
stories that speak across borders. 
Funded partly by UN agencies, it is 
the only Palestinian youth newspa-
per that circulates throughout the 
Palestinian territories. Margolis said 
she expects to collect copies of all 
published issues when next visiting 
Ramallah. 

MSU journalism Professor Salim 
Alhabash was the original Youth 
Times managing editor and today 
inspires Arab-American middle 
school students who are interested 
in journalism and Palestinian soci-
ety.

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

A surprising collection of Arab 
comics in Michigan

Najwa Margaret Saad

Librarian Patrick Olson and 
Tarzan Book

Librarian Deborah Margolis and Youth Times

Contemporary Arab 
comic artists and 
writers join a 
flourishing industry 
as the genre gains 
momentum.

London

I 

n addition to being an art, pho-
tography is a means for docu-
menting events and keeping 
memories alive. Photographs 
can raise awareness about 

long-protracted conflicts and past 
issues that otherwise could fall into 
oblivion.

Autonomy of Self: rejecting vio-
lence with the lens in former Otto-
man territories is a small exhibition 
with a long name in which photos 
and short films are employed to 
reassert identity, make statements 
and express feelings about past 
and present conflicts and how they 
could be interlinked.

On display are photographs from 
the family album of Armenoui Kas-
parian Saraidari, a fourth-genera-
tion survivor of the Armenian Medz 
Yeghern, and images from the “Arab 
spring” by Egyptian photographer 
Nadia Mounier and Tunisian pho-
tographer Moufida Fedhila.

Exhibition curator Joy Stacey ex-
plores Palestinian identity through 
her video The Tourist. Artists and 
filmmakers Joana Hadjithomas and 
Khalil Joreige draw attention to Is-
rael’s notorious Khiam detention 
camp in south Lebanon.

Liam Devlin, senior lecturer in 
photography at the University of 
Huddersfield, argued that “when 

the Ottoman Empire eventually 
collapsed at the end of the first 
world war, many of the nations 
that emerged in the interwar pe-
riod never fully stabilised and this 
helped fuel conflicts across the re-
gion ever since.”

The exhibition explores how con-
flicts in the former Ottoman territo-
ries are remembered — or if they 
are remembered at all, from the 
mass slaughter of Armenians 
in 1914-15, to the Palestin-
ian conflict, the Israeli 
occupation of south 
Lebanon and the 
uprisings of the 
“Arab spring”.

Saraidari tries 
to compensate 
for the almost 
non-existent 
photographic 
documenta-
tion of the 
deaths of 
800,000-1.5 
million Ar-
menians dur-
ing and after 
World War I by 
turning to her 
family’s photo al-
bums to challenge 
the Turkish state’s 
attempt to eradicate 
the Armenian popula-
tion within its borders. She 
uses the personal tragedy of 
her family to draw attention to a 
shocking massacre that is only re-
membered through the efforts of 
the victims’ families.

In a strategy reminiscent of Tur-
key’s denial of the Armenian mass 
killings, Israel did its best to eradi-

cate the memory of Khiam deten-
tion camp, which was run by its 
proxy militia, the South Lebanon 
Army, during its 1978-2000 occupa-
tion of southern Lebanon.

In the films, Khiam and Khiam 
second part, former detainees, seat-
ed on a chair, speak straight to the 

camera to compensate for the ab-
sence of camp images. Until south 
Lebanon was liberated in May 
2000, it was impossible to go to 
Khiam camp. The former detain-
ees narrate how they managed to 
survive and assert their identity 
by producing a needle, a pencil, a 
string of beads, a chess game.

The camp was turned into a mu-
seum but was destroyed during the 

2006 war between Israel and Hez-
bollah. In the second film, for-

mer detainees react to the 
destruction of the camp. 

“How can one preserve 
the traces, the memo-

ry?” they ask.
Stacey places a 

camera on a tri-
pod in the Church 
of the Nativity in 
Bethlehem and 
lets it run for 12 
minutes, taking 
photos of tour-
ists visiting the 
church where they 
encounter two for-

lorn figures, who 
have stepped out 

of the past, dressed 
in the Palestinian na-

tional costume.
“The Palestinian Au-

thority promotes cultural 
tourism and heritage as a 

form of resistance to the Israeli 
occupation. Visitors have the po-

tential to witness the occupation 
and leave with an understanding of 
Palestinian identity,” she said.

“My work questions the relation-
ship between staged visual identi-
ties, used where there is a deficit 
in political representation and the 

role and responsibility of the audi-
ence to the resulting imagery.”

Egyptian women hoped the 
“Arab spring” would give them a 
chance to assert their identity and 
aspire for a better future. In her 
project Sawtak (Your Voice), Mou-
nier expressed anger at the oppres-
sion of Egyptian women through 
a series of self-portraits. The por-
traits were reproduced to look like 
campaign posters that she posted 
across Cairo’s city centre. Most 
were defaced.

“The destruction of the posters 
became an eloquent metaphor for 
the destruction of the hopes and 
belief in a more open, democratic 
society that revolution sought to 
achieve,” Devlin said.

Fedhila invited Tunisians to pose 
with the “Super Tunisian” placard. 
“Isn’t civil society in its plurality 
the true heroic force in a country 
in the process of rebuilding?” she 
asked.

The photos and films expose 
harsh realities. It is not a thought-
provoking exhibition, however, the 
visitor is challenged to remember 
injustices and to reflect on their 
consequences.

“We encounter each piece as an 
invitation to interpret through our 
own experiences, an invitation that 
encourages further questioning, 
discussions and debates,” Devlin 
contended.

The exhibition runs through Oc-
tober 31st at the P21 Gallery in Lon-
don.

Karen Dabrowska is a 
London-based contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of 
The Arab Weekly.

Autonomy of Self: Remembering injustices
Karen Dabrowska

Armenoui Kasparian Saraidari 
shows how a family archive 
can serve as both a personal 
and a collective source of 
memory.

The photos and films 
expose harsh 
realities.
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L 

ooking for a 5-billion-star 
accommodation? Andre 
Bishara knows the place. 
Leading a multinational 
group of trekkers through 

the Al Shouf Cedar Nature Reserve 
in Mount Lebanon, the ecotour-
ism expert followed a trail that led 
to the top of the hills covered by 
Lebanon’s emblematic millennium 
cedar trees.

After walking for hours, the 
group reached the summit where 
they had a treat to the eye and the 
soul. A breathtaking panoramic 
view of the Bekaa valley to the east 
and the Mediterranean coastline to 
the west unfolded in front of their 
bewildered eyes.

“I have been trekking for the last 
30 years. Love of nature has always 
called me,” said Bishara with a big 
smile. “I like to share with people 
the hidden natural beauties of the 
country and make them under-
stand the importance of respecting 
and protecting such treasures.”

Varied terrain, scenic vistas and 
historic environs combine to create 
unique hiking and trekking oppor-
tunities in Lebanon, an activity that 
has become increasingly popular 
among Lebanese and foreigners in 
need for a break from Beirut’s con-
crete jungle.

The Al Shouf Cedar Reserve, 
which stretches over 550 sq. kilo-
metres at an altitude of 1,200-1,950 
metres above sea level, is among 
Lebanon’s most attractive trekking 
spots, with highly preserved flora 
and fauna. Located deep inside the 
Druze heartland of the Shouf, the 
area was preserved during the 1975-

90 civil war by the special efforts of 
Druze leader Walid Jumblat.

Declared a nature reserve in 1996, 
it is the country’s largest protected 
environment and only biosphere 
reserve, containing 500 plant spe-
cies, of which 50 are endemic to 
Lebanon. It also has 2 million trees 
of 24 species and harbours 200 
types of birds, 32 species of mam-
mals and 27 species of reptiles.

“I enjoy spending the night out-
doors in this 5-billion-star hotel 
listening to the wind and enjoying 
a glass of wine to warm me up,” 
Bishara said while looking at the 
stars above.

“We have to teach our children 
how to love, respect and enjoy real 
values and protect Mother Nature,” 
he said.

The sky turned orange and then 
purple as the sun went down be-
hind thick clouds over the Medi-
terranean. The dim lights of the 
remote villages in the Valley spar-
kled from afar, as the full moon 
rose from behind the Anti-Lebanon 
chain of mountains.

Bishara served the trekkers Leba-
nese cheese sandwiches and wine 
before starting the descent to the 
gate of the reserve. The light of the 
moon was strong enough to walk 
without headlamps.

“I am sure that anyone would en-
joy this kind of trip. People need to 
come out of their daily habits and 
enjoy the simple joys of life,” said 
Bishara, who established his trek-
king company, Great Escape, three 
years ago.

Jabal Moussa, Arabic for “Moses’ 
mountain”, is another paradise for 
nature lovers, located in the Kesr-
ouan-Jbeil area north of Beirut. Sur-
rounded by two small rivers — Nahr 
Ibrahim and Nahr Ed-Dahab — Jabal 

Moussa spans an area of 12 million 
sq. metres at altitudes of 300-1,600 
metres above sea level.

“It is a green island amid the sea 
of concrete that Lebanon has un-
fortunately become,” said Cesar Abi 
Khalil, co-founder of the reserve 
and member of the Association for 
the Protection of Jabal Moussa.

Trekkers have the choice of six 
trails with varying steepness, dif-
ficulty and distance. “One trail is 
about a 1-hour walk, another is two 
hours, whereas the longest, which 
goes around the mountain, takes 
up to five or six hours,” Abi Khalil 
said.

The reserve, which hosts a num-
ber of endemic plants and is home 
to many mammals, including hy-
rax, wolves, wild boars and hyenas, 
is also a sanctuary for migrating 
birds. Its mascot, “Tabsoun”, is a 
particular type of castor that is only 
found there.

A particularly difficult trail starts 
from the valley and leads up the 
mountain, following goat tracks 
that snake through a splendid for-
est of oak, pine, wild pear and wild 
apple trees. 

On the way, trekkers can admire 
the remains of a Roman staircase 
and inscriptions dating to the sec-
ond century AD.

The sanctuary came into being 

thanks to the personal initiative of 
Abi Khalil and a group of environ-
ment activists led by Pierre Doumit, 
a wealthy naturalist.

“We won our first fight to pre-
serve Jabal Moussa when we suc-
ceeded to close down a quarry that 
had just opened there,” Abi Khalil 
said. “We then thought that some-
thing should be done to prevent 
other quarries from opening up, so 
we started buying and renting the 
terrains from municipalities and 
the Maronite church, which owned 
large lots.”

In addition to preserving the 
ecology, the creation of the reserve 
attracted more visitors to the area, 
benefiting the local communities. 
Many residents turned their homes 
into guest houses and others into 
inns where visitors can taste tradi-
tional cuisine.

The association also set up a 
common kitchen where traditional 
food is sold. “We thought that this 
would help protect the area. The 
people should love the jabal in or-
der to preserve it,” Abi Khalil said.

The reserve has attracted more 
than 6,000 visitors in a couple of 
years. “People are now coming here 
especially to visit Jabal Moussa, in-
jecting some life and economic ac-
tivity in the region,” he added.

Entry fees range from $3 for 
children under 16 to $6 for adults, 
excluding the charge for having a 
guide, which is mandatory.

There are many trekking clubs 
and tour operators that run guided 
outings throughout Lebanon, rang-
ing from leisurely day hikes to long-
er multi-day treks.

Khaled Abdel Malek is a 
contributor to the Travel section of 
The Arab Weekly.

Trekking to unique vistas in Lebanon
Khaled Abdel Malek
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Trekkers have 
the choice 
of six trails 
with varying 
steepness, 
difficulty and 
distance.

Superb karst in Jabal Moussa.

Hikers in Jabal Moussa. Jabal Moussa houses varied flora.

Tangier, Morocco:
October 8th-11th

The third Les Nuits Sonores 
Festival is a Moroccan cultural 
event with a French collabo-
ration that aims at promoting 
youth artistic production and 
cultural exchange between 
Moroccan and European art-
ists. 
 The festival includes music 
performances with artists 
from different countries, 
documentaries and movies 
screening, a youth forum and 
other activities

UAE, Dubai: October 10th

To mark William Shake-
speare’s 450th birthday, 
Hamlet, produced under the 
patronage of UNESCO, will 
be performed by the Globe 
Theatre troupe at 2.30pm and 
7.30pm at DUCTAC, Mall of 
the Emirates.

Egypt: October 10th-17th

The Sphinx Festival explores 
and promotes the cultural 
arts of Egypt. It includes 
music, dance and poetry 
performances, traditional 
ethnic costumes workshops, 
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.

London: 
October 20th-November 8th 

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

Aswan, Egypt: 
October 22nd

The Sun Festival at Abu Sim-
bel 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 corona-
tion 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 singing shows 
arranged by residents of the 
area.

Tunis, Tunisia:
November 4th -8th

The fifth Dream City, a multi-
disciplinary biennial celebra-
tion of contemporary art that 
takes place in public space. 
The event includes movie 
projections, theatre perfor-
mances, music concerts, art 
exhibitions and more. This 
year’s theme is Art and Social 
Connection. Artists from Af-
rica, Middle-East and Europe 
will be present.


