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On a rainy autumn day, a Syrian rides a bicycle with
his two daughters sitting in a plastic container behind
him in Kafr Batna in the rebel-held Eastern Ghouta
on October 9th. With the Syrian war in its fifth year,
Ghouta, once an agricultural belt around Damascus, has
been devastated, like other Syrian cities. Garbage litters
the streets, which are flooded by sewage, and many
districts remain without power, fuel, food, medicine or
water. They are often deserted as inhabitants have fled.
For those remaining, life does go on.
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s a government offensive
escalates across northern and central Syria, the
United States and Russia
appear to be edging closer
to confrontation in the complex conflict as US aircraft dropped 50 tonnes
of ammunition to rebel groups battling forces loyal to Syrian President Bashar Assad with tank-killing
missiles while Russian warplanes
stepped up anti-rebel air strikes.
US officials stressed that October 12th airdrops to the rebels were
not in areas where Russian jets are
launching air strikes that are helping
to save Assad’s beleaguered regime
from collapse after four-and-a-half
years of fighting.
Military sources told The Arab
Weekly that large quantities of USmade TOW anti-tank missiles, mainly taken from Saudi Arabia’s vast
stocks, provided to the northern rebels have been responsible for halting regime armoured forces.
The US action to bolster the rebels
fighting the Islamic State (ISIS) group
in northern Syrian puts American
aircraft squarely in the war zone, as
Washington shifts its strategy to support so-called moderate rebel forces
to directly arming these fighters
inside Syria after scrapping a $500
million programme to train a rebel
army. That effort was undermined
by a series of humiliating setbacks.
The United States, which heads
a coalition conducting air strikes
against ISIS in Syria, says some of its
aircraft have had close encounters
with Russian Sukhoi jets as the skies
above Syria become increasingly
crowded.
If nothing else, the Americans
have been increasingly pressured
into taking direct action in a war in
which US President Barack Obama
has sought to avoid entanglement
but must now counter Russian President Vladimir Putin’s bold inter-

vention that led to basing Russian
warplanes and attack helicopters in
north-western Syria to provide close
air support to Assad’s forces.
On the diplomatic front, Putin has
sought to reach out to Saudi Arabia
and the United Arab Emirates, key
backers of the “moderate” rebels,
Assad’s virulent foes, being pounded
by Russian jets. Not surprisingly, Putin’s approaches have received the
cold shoulder.
The Russian blitz began on September 30th, largely targeting rebel forces supported by the United
States, Turkey, Saudi Arabia and its
Gulf partners. It included 26 cruise
missiles fired from warships in Caspian Sea on October 7th.

On the diplomatic
front, Putin has
sought to reach out
to Saudi Arabia and
the UAE.
“The strikes demonstrate that
Russia’s naval assets give it power to
hit targets in Iraq,” observed the USbased global security consultancy
Stratfor. Russian inroads in Iraq are
also challenging US influence there.
The US airdrops in Syria began on
October 11th, nearly two weeks after
Putin abruptly raised the stakes in
the confusing, multi-sided conflict
by launching the Russian air assault,
the first time Russia has been involved in combat outside the former
Soviet Union since the Red Army’s
disastrous 1979-89 foray into Afghanistan.
Obama, seemingly anxious to
adjust his controversial hands-off
strategy in Syria to avoid yet another
Middle Eastern entanglement as the
US withdraws from the region after
calamitous wars in Afghanistan and
Iraq, now seeks to achieve some success in northern Syria.
Ed Blanche is the Analysis section
editor of The Arab Weekly.

Tunisia after the Nobel Peace Prize
Oussama Romdhani

Tunis

F

or many Tunisians, the
first reaction after learning, on October 9th, that
four of their fellow citizens
were to receive the Nobel
Peace Prize was disbelief. Two of
the prize recipients, Tunisian Bar
Association President Mohamed
Fadhel Mahfoudh and Tunisian Human Rights League President Abdessattar Ben Moussa, interviewed
by The Arab Weekly, admitted to
reacting the same way.
Past the element of surprise, they
started to deal with their unexpected vantage point. Even if Tunisia
has gained a lot of world attention
since the 2011 uprising, its current
stature is unprecedented. It is today
in the global spotlight. The views
of its laureates are widely coveted.
Ben Moussa disclosed that the prize

recipients have been approached
for advice by many, including Libya’s new transitional government.
The newly gained attention is rekindling national pride with Tunisians remembering that their country, heir to ancient Carthage, is no
stranger to glory. The prize was “intended for all of Tunisia, a country
which may be small in geographic
size but has a great history and deeprooted civilisation”, Mahfoudh said.
Many are hoping that amid an
economic slump and terrorist peril,
the Nobel Peace Prize could be a
game changer. Mahfoudh says the
prize has already given Tunisians
a “dose of optimism”. But beyond
that, Ben Moussa wants both the
government and civilian society “to
seek dividends for the country from
this prize”.
Many of these dividends depend
on the West. The Tunisian story
with the West is complicated.
It at times sounds like unrequited
love. The country’s first president,

Habib Bourguiba, a staunchly proWestern leader, even had daydreams about Tunisia sliding across
the sea towards Switzerland.
During the last few years Tunisians have been expecting more

from the West than symbolic gestures and gap-fill loans. The Nobel
Peace Prize has reinforced such expectations.
Ben Moussa says the West “is not
doing enough” to assist Tunisia.

It could, for instance, he says, do
more to help the country bring back
tourists and attract investors and
provide more technical assistance
for it to meet its security challenge.
While it intends to carry that
message to the outside world, the
National Dialogue Quartet is determined to continue assuming its historic role at home. Ben Moussa said
he expects the National Dialogue to
remain “a force of suggestion” and
“moral pressure” but not transform
into an institution. “Civil society
protects democracy and curtails the
deviations of politicians,” he said.
Oussama Romdhani is
Editor-in-Chief of The Arab Weekly.

Journalists walk past a bust of Alfred Nobel at the Karolinska
Institutet in Stockholm, Sweden.

Exclusive interviews with
Nobel Peace Prize laureates
Mohamed Fadhel Mahfoudh
and Abdessattar Ben Moussa
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Emboldened to act. A Russian SU-34 bomber lands at Hamim airbase in Syria.

Putin’s ‘unipolar world’ and his Syrian adventure
Harvey Morris

London

S

o much for the short-lived
unipolar world, in which
the United States ostensibly
sought to dominate international affairs after the collapse of its Cold War rival.
By intervening in Syria, Vladimir
Putin’s Russia has shown it is confident enough to use its muscle
beyond its immediate sphere of influence to produce outcomes that
correspond to what it sees as its national interest.
President Putin, who has overseen
the emergence of a more forthright
Russian foreign policy in recent
years, spelled out his position in a
speech in May at Moscow celebrations to mark the 70th anniversary
of the victory over Nazi Germany.
He admonished Washington for ignoring the importance of international cooperation and attempting
to “create a unipolar world”.
This new-found assertiveness
did not come overnight. In defiance
of its Western partners on the UN
Security Council, Russia invaded
Georgian territory in 2008 and from

2014 it encouraged and supported
separatists in Crimea and eastern
Ukraine.
Syria, however, is the first arena in
which Putin’s Russia has committed
its military outside the territory of
the former Soviet Union.
It follows rising tensions between
Moscow and the West, particularly
over Ukraine, which stem in part
from the eastward encroachment of
NATO since the fall of communism.
Moscow also felt cheated by its
Security Council partners after it
reluctantly acquiesced to the creation of a no-fly zone in Libya in
2011. That was used by France and
Britain, with US backing, to justify
wide-scale air strikes that hastened
the downfall of Muammar Qaddafi.
Russia complained that these powers had exceeded the mandate of a
resolution on which Russia had abstained.
Frequently acting in tandem with
China, Russia has acted to block
UN actions on a range of issues that
would involve international intervention in the affairs of sovereign
states. Both countries invariably
oppose interventions based on human rights grounds, aware perhaps
of their own potential vulnerability
on such issues.

They both vetoed the imposition
of UN sanctions on Damascus in
2012 and also blocked a resolution in
2014 to refer abuses stemming from
the Syrian crisis to the International
Criminal Court.
By choosing to intervene directly
in Syria, Putin may have been emboldened by the perception that
the United States and its allies have
been weakened by interventions in
Iraq, Afghanistan and Libya and that
the American and other Western
publics have lost their appetite for
confrontation.

Putin’s tactical
alliance with Iran in
Syria risks
exacerbating the
regional Shia-Sunni
conflict.
In what, in retrospect, was a
diplomatic blunder, US President
Barack Obama helped to foster that
perception. He said in an unscripted
reply to a question in 2012 that use
of chemical weapons by the Assad
regime would cross a “red line”. He
failed to act, however, when chemical weapons use was reported a year
later. He never repeated his “red

line” threat. That blunder has been
compounded by what has been criticised at home and abroad as a directionless White House policy towards
Syria and the wider Middle East. The
failure of US policy on Syria was in
part acknowledged by the Pentagon in October with the decision to
abandon a $500 million programme
to train and equip Syrian rebels to
combat the Islamic State (ISIS).
Putin has clearly spotted an opportunity to act unilaterally in Syria
without risking more than the anticipated condemnation from the West.
Russia and the US-led coalition are
ostensibly on the same side against
ISIS, although Russian intervention
obviously favours the Assad regime
that had previously appeared to be
on the brink of military collapse.
Despite criticism of the action
from the West, the priority in Washington and other Western capitals
appears to be to avoid a further escalation of the war or an accidental
clash between Russian forces and
the West or its allies.
Whatever his underlying motives
— protecting the future of Russia’s
only Mediterranean base, asserting
Russia’s international role, countering the spread of Islamic fundamentalism on its own territory or simply

stirring patriotic passions at a time
of economic problems at home —
the future is fraught with danger.
Putin’s tactical alliance with Iran
in Syria risks exacerbating the regional Shia-Sunni conflict. In Syria
itself, the outcome of the intervention is far from clear. The Assad regime might survive but that in itself
might merely prolong the war.
What will be the consequences
for the fight against ISIS? Russia appears confident at the moment but
its warnings to the West about the
perils of intervention may come
back to haunt it. Russians remember their own ignominious retreat
from Afghanistan a generation ago.
Debate and analysis has focused on
the geopolitical consequences of the
Russian intervention, the impact on
big power relations and the stance of
regional players such as Turkey and
Saudi Arabia. The great unknown,
however, is what the impact will
be for the Syrian people after more
than four-and-a-half years of war.
Harvey Morris has worked in the
Middle East for many years and
written several books, including
No Friends but the Mountains:
The Tragic History of the Kurds
published in 1993.

How should the US respond to Putin?

View poi nt

Daniel
Serwer

R

ussia has deployed a
forward operating
base and ground
troops in Syria,
bombarded opposition forces that the
United States supports, allegedly
attacked hospitals, violated
Turkey’s air space and launched
long-range cruise missile attacks
from the Caspian Sea. Russia is at
war in Syria and signalling
determination to win at any cost.
How should the United States
respond?
Direct military action such as
destroying the Russian base near
Latakia is out of the question. The
United States will not go to war
with Russia over Syria. Great
power wars have a way of spinning out of control, with unintended consequences — such as a
possible nuclear confrontation.
But short of a direct attack on
Russian targets, what options
does the Obama administration
have?
1 - Do nothing. Continue to
denounce Russian behaviour as
self-defeating and counter-productive and warn Moscow that it
is entering a quagmire from

But short of a direct attack
on Russian targets, what
options does the Obama
administration have?

which it will be difficult to emerge
without costly consequences. The
problem with continuing this
policy is that it projects an image
of weakness and invites more
Russian aggression. And it is not
likely to do much for US President
Barack Obama’s legacy, either.
2 - Pressure the Syrian opposition to reach a negotiated solution
that leaves Syrian President
Bashar Assad in place. Some close
to the administration have argued
for this. It is the most likely result
of current UN mediation efforts.
But it would effectively surrender
Syria back to Assad and solidify
Moscow’s and Tehran’s holds on
the country. Worse, it is unlikely
to end the war, because a large
part of the opposition — especially
its most extreme elements — will
continue fighting. To the broader
Sunni world, this outcome would
confirm America’s bad faith,
dramatically reducing Washington’s influence in the Middle East.
3 - Mirror Russian behaviour in
Ukraine. Moscow has installed a
forward operating base in a third
country and is acting against
US-supported forces at the request
of a friendly government in
Damascus. The United States
could respond by installing a
forward operating base in Ukraine
and even act against the rebel
forces Russia supports, at the
request of the friendly government in Kiev. This would risk a
direct clash with Russian forces
but it is interesting that Russian
President Vladimir Putin calmed
the war in Ukraine before striking
in Syria, suggesting that Moscow

doubts its capability to act in both
places at the same time. The US
military would not have the same
problem.
4 - Mirror Russian behaviour in
Syria. Like Moscow, Washington
could strike against people it
considers terrorists inside Syria:
Hezbollah and the Islamic
Revolutionary Guards Corps are
both designated by Washington as
terrorist organisations and both
operate inside Syria. There is no
logical reason to limit US action to
Sunni extremists; the Shia variety
is no more appetising. Moscow’s
action will make it an enemy in
the Sunni world. The United States
is already an enemy in Iran and
has little to lose there. And some
Iranians would be happy to see the
more extreme elements of their
Islamic Republic forced to
withdraw from Syria.
5 - Ratchet up sanctions. Putin
is upping the ante in the hope of
proving himself indispensable to a
solution in Syria and then using a
political solution there to wriggle
out of sanctions. The United
States should not allow him to get
away with this. Washington could
instead work with European allies,
who likely will face an even
greater refugee influx as a result of
Russia’s military action, to double
down on sanctions. Moscow is
feeling the pinch of both sanctions
and lower oil prices. If the
Europeans and Americans stick
together, Putin will either break or
the Russians will break him.
6 - Prevent Syrian helicopters
from flying. The Syrian Air Force
drops its barrel bombs on civilian

If Putin
keeps
pushing,
sooner or
later the
United States
must push
back. Force is
a last resort
but it should
not come too
late to make
a difference.

areas from a relatively few
remaining helicopters. The UN
Security Council has demanded
that it stop. Making clear that if
the helicopters fly they will be
destroyed, either in the air or on
the ground, would be a relatively
easy move and would rebalance
the military equation in the
opposition’s direction.
7 - Increase support for the
Syrian interim government. The
war in Syria is unlikely to be won
or lost on the battlefield. Who
governs best will win in the end,
both at the negotiating table and
in the hearts and minds of the
Syrians. US allies in the Syrian
opposition need a much more
concerted effort to help win the
civilian contest. Their capabilities
have improved but support arrives
fragmented and irregularly. It
should be constant and unified. It
would require perhaps hundreds
of millions of dollars per year to
make a real impact — but that is a
lot cheaper than war.
Options 5, 6 and 7 seem the most
realistic, and option 4 is also
worth exploring. All of these
options should be on the table. If
Putin keeps pushing, sooner or
later the United States must push
back. Force is a last resort but it
should not come too late to make a
difference.
Daniel Serwer is senior research
professor of conflict management
at The Johns Hopkins University
School of Advanced International
Studies in Washington. He tweets at
@DanielSerwer and blogs at www.
peacefare.net.
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The failed US strategy of training Syrian rebels
James Bruce

Beirut

T

he US Defense Department is scrapping a controversial $500 million
programme to create a
5,000-strong rebel force
to fight in Syria’s increasingly
complex civil war after a series of
humiliating blunders led to the admission that the ambitious operation was a dismal failure, reflecting
the Americans’ confused policy in
a bewildering conflict that epitomises the chaos in the region.
US generals have admitted that
only “four or five” of the first batch
of 54 fighters actually saw combat and were killed or captured by
al-Nusra Front, al-Qaeda’s Syrian
wing, in July. The second 70-person group handed over its US-supplied weapons to a-Nusra to avoid
capture.
The Americans now say that
instead of building their own rebel army, the putative New Syrian
Forces (NSF), they will focus on
a far more modest undertaking:
training a cadre of leaders to embed with Arab and Kurdish organisations that have succeeded in giving the jihadists of the Islamic State
(ISIS) a bloody nose.
The US move reflects the disarray
among Western and Arab powers in
their fractious involvement in the
complex Syrian war, particularly
since the Russians launched a military intervention to save Assad’s
battered and beleaguered regime.
It also underlines how badly the
United States was wrong-footed by
Russia’s military intervention in
September and its campaign of air
strikes against rebel forces and is

Free Syria Army trainees in eastern al-Ghouta, near Damascus, Syria.
now scrambling to stitch an effective strategy in Syria, something it
has consistently failed to do since
the conflict erupted in March 2011.
The train-and-equip programme,
the most visible aspect of US support for the Syrian rebels, was
launched by the Pentagon in December 2014. The operation, which
began in May, was to produce
5,400 fighters, which would mean
it would cost nearly $10 million for
every trained fighter. In the end it
only produced a handful of bumbling rebels.
“I don’t think at all that this was
a case of poor execution,” Christine
E. Wormuth, the undersecretary of

defence for policy at the Pentagon,
said October 9th. “It was inherently
a very, very complex mission.”
So what went wrong? Partly it
was because the programme was
mandated to produce rebels to fight
the Islamic State (ISIS) group that
is virulently anti-American, rather
than topple Assad — underlining
one of the most basic flaws in the
Obama administration’s confused
and hyper-cautious policy on Syria.
“It was doomed to fail with these
restrictions,” said US Senator Lindsey Graham, R-S.C., one of the most
vociferous critics of Obama’s riskaverse Syria policy.
Critics argue that the programme

was doomed because the process of
vetting candidates for training was
concentrated on building up forces
to fight ISIS only, rather than Assad’s regime, which most Syrians
consider to be the greater enemy.
In that sense, the train-and-equip
programme was also an intelligence
failure.
The new US plan to focus on aiding a small number of Arab and
Kurdish rebel groups that have
proven their combat capabilities
against ISIS, is likely to be burdened
with the same problems.
The United States’ refusal to
provide rebel groups with surfaceto-air missiles, for fear they would

end up in jihadist hands, has alienated many insurgents with little
defence against Syrian air raids.
With the Russians now hammering
rebel forces from the air as well, the
United States’ standing is likely to
fall even further if it sticks to that
decision.
The CIA began its own covert
programme in 2013 to train, fund
and arm the Free Syrian Army fighting Assad’s regime, with no special
focus on ISIS. Some 10,000 rebels
have been trained, although the
scale of the operation, based in Jordan, is not clear.
“Though it is a less ambitious
programme than the one involving
the NSF… the CIA operation has had
considerable success generating
pressure on Assad’s forces,” the USbased global security consultancy
Stratfor observed.
“This programme, with its large
supply of TOW anti-tank guided
munitions, is a key tool the US can
use to pressure the Assad government, and even discourage a more
active Russian ground deployment
in Syria.”
It, too, has been plagued by problems, although none as catastrophic as those that beset the army’s
training programme. Some CIAtrained rebels defected to jihadist
groups and others have been captured. “Probably 60% to 80% of the
arms that America has shovelled in
have gone to al-Qaeda and its affiliate,” observed Joshua Landis, an
expert on Syria with the University
of Oklahoma.
James Bruce has written
extensively on Middle Eastern
security issues for publications
such as Jane’s Intelligence
Review and Jane’s Defence
Weekly. He lives in Beirut.

Syria is low on Obama’s priority list

View poi nt

Bernd
Debusmann

U

S President Barack
Obama has a blunt
message for the
people of Syria:
Your plight is
“heartbreaking” but
climate change and a nuclear-free
Iran are higher on my priority list.
Long criticised for indecisiveness and lack of leadership on the
most bloody and complex war in
recent history, the US president
explained his rationale for not
getting involved more closely in
an unusually testy television
interview two weeks after Russia
changed the geopolitical balance
in Syria with an intervention
reminiscent of the Cold War.
Obama reacted with obvious
irritation to a remark by his
interviewer, Steve Kroft of CBS,
that his leadership role in the
Middle East was being challenged
by Russian President Vladimir
Putin. “My definition of leadership would be leading on climate
change,” Obama responded. “My
definition of leadership is
mobilising the entire world
community to make sure that Iran
doesn’t get a nuclear weapon.”
In contrast, he said, Putin had
shown his leadership at home by
running Russia’s economy into
the ground and abroad by having
to send troops to Syria to prop up
his only ally in the Middle East,
Bashar Assad. The argument that
Putin made his move in Syria to
deflect attention from Russia’s
economic problems is part of

administration talking points
predicting that Putin’s venture
could end as badly as his Soviet
predecessors’ long war in Afghanistan. Perhaps.
But Washington predictions on
the course of events in Syria must
be taken with more than a pinch
of salt — there is a long trail of
misjudgments and wrong forecasts that have prompted critics
to say the Obama administration’s
Syria policies have been based on
fantasy and wishful thinking.
That began even before peaceful
pro-democracy protests morphed
into an armed uprising and later
into a multisided war. In March,
2011, Obama’s then secretary of
state, Hillary Clinton, described
Assad as a reformer.
Later that year, conventional
wisdom in Washington held that
the Syrian leader’s days were
numbered. One senior official
handling Syrian affairs, Frederic
Hof, called Assad a “dead man
walking”.
Team Obama did no better in its

assessment of the Islamic State
(ISIS), a group the president
dismissively likened to a junior
varsity basketball team in January
2014, just a few days after the
militants overran the Iraqi city of
Falluja at the beginning of a
lightning campaign to seize large
parts of Iraq and Syria, where
they established a de facto capital
in the city of Raqqa.
The administration vastly
underestimated the strength and
appeal of ISIS and overestimated
the prospects of identifying,
arming and training “moderate”
fighters who could put enough
military pressure on the Assad
regime to bring it to the negotiating table. Obama pulled the plug
on the $500 million programme
on October 9th, after the military
conceded it had resulted in
training just a handful of fighters.
In an interview aired two days
after the end of the programme
was announced, Obama said he
had been sceptical “from the
get-go” about the notion of

Washington
predictions
on the
course of
events in
Syria must
be taken
with more
than a
pinch of
salt.

The Syrian tragedy will
leave a dark stain on
Obama’s foreign policy
legacy.
Wrong call. US President Barack Obama and Russia’s President Vladimir Putin at
the United Nations, on September 28, 2015.

raising a proxy army but gave the
green light anyway as an experiment.
Was the long string of misjudgment on Syria the result of
“magical thinking,” as some
critics insist, or flawed intelligence from a complicated
battlefield where 7,000 different
groups are active? (The number
comes from the Carter Center, a
think-tank). The Pentagon and
lawmakers have begun looking for
an answer to this question.
The Pentagon investigation is
being conducted by its inspector
general and was prompted by
complaints from 50 intelligence
analysts working for the US
military’s Central Command.
They claim that senior officers
manipulated assessment of the
fight against ISIS and the Syrian
al-Qaeda affiliate, Jabhat alNusra, to fit the administration’s
reports of progress in the fight
against them.
Meanwhile, lawmakers on the
intelligence committees of the
House of Representatives and the
Senate — both Republican-led —
are looking at reports that the
United States’ vast intelligence
apparatus had been taken by
surprise by the speed and magnitude of the Russian intervention.
According to one account,
America’s spies had predicted
more Russian training and arms
rather than direct intervention.
How and when the Syrian
nightmare will end is anyone’s
guess but it seems like a safe bet
that the Syrian tragedy will leave
a dark stain on Obama’s foreign
policy legacy.
Bernd Debusmann is a writer
on foreign affairs based in
Washington. He has reported from
more than 100 countries and was
wounded twice while covering the
civil war in Lebanon.
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Tunisia’s Nobel Peace Prize

Interview

Talking to Mohamed Fadhel Mahfoudh,

Tunisian Bar Association
President and Nobel Laureate
Oussama Romdhani

A

Tunis

crowd waited
outside his
modest office in
the Tunis Palais
de Justice. I was
told the Swedish
ambassador had
just left. Others
were jostling inside to congratulate Mohamed Fadhel Mahfoudh,
the head of the Tunisian Bar
Association, who, along with
three other members of the
Tunisian National Dialogue
Quartet, had just won the Nobel
Peace Prize.
The Quartet played a crucial role
in helping the country overcome
the political polarisation that
threatened to push Tunisia over
the abyss of civil strife in 2013. An
Islamist-led coalition held on to
power, to which it had acceded
after the 2011 elections, while an
alliance of leftists and liberals took
to the streets demanding an end
to Islamist rule after leftist leaders
were assassinated.
The National Dialogue led to
the designation of a technocratic
government that laid the ground
for new elections in 2014.
“I could not believe it,” the Pariseducated, 50-year-old lawyer told
The Arab Weekly as he described
his reaction when he heard the
news of the Nobel Peace Prize. The
truth sank in moments later, when
he consulted the Nobel Prize committee website.
Mahfoudh later started to reflect
on the decision. “I felt it was the
crowning not just of the Quartet
but of Tunisia. It was the crowning of a historical process with all
its manifestations, difficulties and
positive results,” he said.

A prominent phase in that
process, which started with the
2010 uprising, was the 2013 experience of the National Dialogue. It
included most of the country’s
political actors. Facilitated by the
Quartet, the dialogue “helped
speed up the democratic transition
and the organisation of legislative
and presidential elections under
the supervision of a neutral and
technocratic government”, Mahfoudh said.
The interim government, which
led Tunisia for the most part of
2014, was presided over by former minister of industry Mehdi
Jomaa, who, in compliance with
the pledge he made during the
National Dialogue, did not run for
elected office.
Mahfoudh is proud of the role
that lawyers have played for more
than a century in Tunisia “whether
against colonial rule or despotism.
“It was at the vanguard during
the revolution and the democratic transition. It was also at the
vanguard of the National Dialogue
experience as part of the Quartet,”
he said.
Elected head of the Tunisian Bar
Association in 2013, Mahfoudh had
been active in the Sfax section of
the association. He is considered
politically independent.
He sees the message behind the
prize as going beyond politics.
“It is intended for all of Tunisia,
a country which may be small in
geographic size but has a great history and deep-rooted civilisation,”
Mahfoudh said.
As to the regional and international dimensions of the message
contained in the Tunisian Quartet’s
winning of the Nobel Peace Prize,
Mahfoudh emphasises that “each
country has its specificities so one
cannot arbitrarily try to duplicate
the experience of any one country in another”. But he said the

“Each country
has its
specificities
so one cannot
arbitrarily try
to duplicate the
experience of
any one country
in another.”

Nobel laureate Mohamed Fadhel Mahfoudh in his office on
October 12th.
message intended to the world is
that “all political disputes can be
resolved through dialogue and
consensus building”.
Mahfoudh believes that negotiation is the logical path for conflict
resolution. “All armed conflicts end
up in negotiations. So why not go
straight to the negotiations?” he
asked.
In the Arab world, he also sees
“dialogue and negotiation as the
way to help achieve the necessary
objectives of democracy, rights and
freedoms”.
At home, the prize brings a “dose
of hope” to Tunisians as they
endeavour to meet the remaining
challenges they face and introduce

the social and economic reforms,
“which need time”, Mahfoudh
said, adding that he is “confident
the political and civil classes will
strive to find the necessary solutions”.
He is also hopeful “foreign
operators” will “look at Tunisia
differently now and with a lot of
optimism”. They could see the
stability in the country and the
“possibility of investing not only in
the economic field but also in the
social and cultural fields”.
“We are in favour of all peoples of the world supporting the
Tunisian people while preserving
the independence of our national
decisions,” Mahfoudh said.

Tunisians hope for more foreign support after Nobel Prize win
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

T

unisia is being hailed for
being the only country to
escape the “Arab spring”
chaos and bloodshed after
its main civic groups were
awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for
helping the country advance on the
path of democratic transition.
However, Tunisians fear economic stagnation and deteriorating security still provide ground
for extremist Islamists to derail the
nascent democracy if Western powers continue being tepid towards
providing tangible support to jumpstart the economy.
Finance experts predict the country could fail to repay its foreign
debt in 2017 if its economic woes
remain unaddressed. Economic
growth in 2015 for Tunisia is expected to be flat or negative while the
unemployment rate is more than
15% and inflation has been running
around 6%.
An assassination attempt targeted a prominent parliament
member on October 8th. Earlier
this year, 20 foreign tourists were
killed when terrorists stormed the
Bardo National Museum in Tunis.
Three months later, a gunman shot
dead 38 tourists at a beach resort in
Sousse, wreaking havoc on the tourism industry and causing Tunisia’s
ailing economy to further deteriorate.

A September 2013 picture shows Secretary-General of the Tunisian
General Labour Union (UGTT) Houcine Abbassi, a Nobel winner,
talking to the media about results of the National Dialogue.
“The Nobel Prize award is good
for Tunisia’s image abroad as a
country striving for democracy and
peace. It mitigates the effect of the
two terrorist attacks,” said Jalloul
Ayed, a former finance minister.
Ayed said the country’s government
and elites should shift their focus to
the economy.
The National Dialogue Quartet
was chosen to receive the Nobel
Peace Prize for its contribution to
Tunisia’s peaceful advance towards
democracy. The prize committee
said the Quartet, a coalition of civic
groups that heaved most political
parties behind the constitutional
process, “succeeded in establishing

countered the spread of violence
in Tunisia and its function is therefore comparable to that of the peace
congresses to which Alfred Nobel
refers in his will,” it added.
That progress has often looked
uncertain and vulnerable, as Islamist and secular foes faced off over
the relationship between the state
and religion. The Quartet stepped
in in 2013 when two political assassinations exacerbated a tense political climate pushing Tunisia to the
brink of chaos.
The then-ruling Islamist Ennahda
party agreed to step down in 2014.
Voters then handed power to a governing coalition dominated by secu-

larist Nidaa Tounes after a new progressive constitution was adopted.
The groups that shared the prize
are the Tunisian General Labour
Union; the Tunisian Union of Industry, Trade and Handicrafts; the Tunisian Human Rights League; and
the Tunisian Bar Association.
Houcine Abbassi, the head of the
labour union, is widely seen as having played a major role in the national dialogue. For months, he and
other members of the Quartet prodded the Islamist-led ruling coalition
and the opposition to sit down and
agree on a new government of technocrats to end the crisis.
Talks at times stalled but Abbassi
never seemed to lose faith. In November 2013, after another walkout
by participants, he said: “We do not
believe in failure because the dialogue has to succeed. It is our future
and destiny.”
“Abbassi played an important role
in the dialogue. He would sit down
for hours and hours at the negotiations table. He would never lose
temper even in the most difficult
of moments,” said Kamel Morjane,
head of the centrist Al-Moubadara
Party and a participant in the dialogue.
Morjane, a former minister of foreign affairs and senior UN official,
expressed hope that the country’s
elites, in an outside government,
espouse dialogue and compromise
to tackle the challenges ahead.
Slaheddine Jourchi, a political
analyst, says “it is difficult for Tunisia to face its problems alone at this

stage,” he said.
Many Tunisians bemoan democracy has brought them little improvements despite an increased
freedom of expression. Young people stayed away from the last election in massive display of apathy.
Since 2011, Tunisia has provided
the largest contingent of foreign recruits of the al-Qaeda- and Islamic
State-affiliated groups, with estimates of more than 3,000 having
left to fight in Syria, Iraq and Libya.
“Tunisia might be forced to ask
creditors to reschedule its foreign
debt in 2017. It would be the first
time Tunisia takes such a move
since its independence [from
France in 1956],” said financial expert Ezzedine Saidane.

Progress has often
looked uncertain
and vulnerable.
Other economic experts, including former central bank governor
Taoufik Baccar, voiced similar grim
predictions should the government
skirt enacting deep reforms, including slashing petrol and essential
food subsidies. Such reforms could,
however, anger the powerful labour
unions and trigger social unrest,
which Tunisians cannot anymore
afford.
Lamine Ghanmi is a veteran
Reuters journalist. He has covered
North Africa for decades and is
based in Tunis.
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Talking to Abdessattar Ben Moussa,

Tunisian Human Rights League president
and Nobel laureate
Oussama Romdhani

A

Tunis

bdessattar Ben
Moussa has
always had
reason to be busy
as head of the
Tunisian Human
Rights League,
the oldest organisation of its kind in Africa and the
Arab world. But since it was
announced that he won the Nobel
Peace Prize, with other members
of the National Dialogue Quartet,
he has been even busier with
invitations from many parts of the
world.
The Quartet includes the Human Rights League but also the
country’s main trade unions, the
business confederation and the bar
association.
Like other recipients of the

prize, Ben Moussa, a former head
of the country’s Bar Association,
sees “Tunisia, its people and civil
society” as being honoured by the
Nobel committee not just him.
Ben Moussa said the message of
the Nobel Prize to the region is that
“dialogue is necessary because the
alternative is utter destruction”.
But he also said it will be difficult
to duplicate the experience of the
National Dialogue in other Arab
countries that suffer from more
tribal and sectarian cleavages and
have less of a tradition of active
civil society. “Tunisia is different,” he said.
In an interview with The Arab
Weekly, Ben Moussa said many
factors helped the Quartet
succeed in moderating the
National Dialogue, which laid
the ground for free and fair
elections in 2014.
Among such factors are
the “independence and
patriotism” of the Quartet

One of the immediate priorities
Ben Moussa cites is using the
Nobel Peace Prize as a pulpit
to call for more international
solidarity with Tunisia.

members and in particular the
role of the Tunisian trade unions.
“They were the central force. The
Dialogue could not have succeeded
without them,” he said.
There was also “the role played
by politicians and political parties”
who accepted making concessions
in order for the Dialogue not to fail.
“Regional events” were another
factor, he said. Alluding to events
that led to the removal of the
Islamist government of president Muhammad Morsi in
Egypt in 2013, he said: “What
happened in Egypt was a
message to us. It was either
reaching an agreement by
consensus or civil war.”
In a middle of a showdown between the ruling
Islamist-led coalition and
its secular opposition,
the Quartet intervened,
convincing the Islamists to resign and let a
technocratic government rule the country
until the forthcoming
elections.
Looking to the future, Ben Moussa said
he sees the Quartet
continuing to play an
important role in the
country, even if its
make-up changes. He
said its future mission
is that of “a force of

suggestion” and a source of “moral
pressure”. But he sets limits to the
role it could play.
“I am against the National
Dialogue becoming an institution.
The National Dialogue cannot take
the place of legitimate institutions,
even if it can intervene in crises,”
Ben Moussa said.
The Quartet will help organise
a 2016 national conference on terrorism, which will bring together
representatives of the government,
security institutions and civil society. Ben Moussa sees the next local
elections, expected in 2016 or early
2017, as an important milestone in
the process of anchoring democracy and decentralisation.
He sees civil society as entrusted
with “protecting values and institutions and striving to establish the
rule of law in word and in deed”.
“We might need a cultural revolution to change the mindsets,” he
said.
One of the immediate priorities
Ben Moussa cites is using the Nobel
Peace Prize as a pulpit to call for
more international solidarity with
Tunisia.
“Western and international support to Tunisia is not enough,” he
said. “Economically, we are only
receiving loans. The technical assistance in the field of security we
are getting is limited. The country
needs more advanced means to
fight terrorism.”

Will the Quartet agree now to economic dialogue?
View poi nt

Rashmee
Roshan Lall

T

he Nobel Peace Prize
for Tunisia’s National
Dialogue Quartet — a
clutch of civil society
groups — is both an
enormous boost to the
country’s transition process and a
dreadful burden.
In the short term, the prize
means a small, significant and
immediate gain for Tunisia. Its announcement, while surprised bookies and punters were betting on
other, better-known entities such
as the German chancellor and the
pope, swiftly changed international
perception.
Now, even the most cursory
internet search for “Tunisia” will
throw up a slew of sunshine stories
about enviably peaceful dialogue
and political compromise rather
than the mayhem and bloodshed
of the Sousse and Bardo terrorist
attacks.
The day after the Oslo announcement, for instance, there was the
New Yorker’s shiny bright paean
to the “authenticity” of Tunisia’s
revolution by prominent Libyan
writer Hisham Matar. But this is
a superficial, rather temporary
effect. It only needs another terrorist attack or similar atrocity to be
destroyed.
The more lasting effect of the
prize is that Tunisia, birthplace
of the “Arab spring”, has been
enshrined as a template for positive
change in the whole region. Now, it
cannot be seen to fail. It has to be
both an illustration of as well as the

impulse to change.
How likely is this to happen?
Regionally, international attention and commendation for Tunisia’s process of national dialogue,
which crucially ran from August
2013 to January 2014, is unlikely to
trigger a late blooming of that longarrested springtime. Conditions
in Egypt, Syria, Yemen and Libya
are not conducive. It matters little
that the Nobel Peace Prize committee — five individuals from a small
country on the northern periphery
of Europe — decided that the Tunisian model must spur on the rest of
the Arab world.
Even within Tunisia, it is unclear
whether the prize will promote a
fierce commitment to keeping the
revolution on track. This would
require economic inclusiveness,
which is key and overdue.
As Mohsin Khan and Karim
Mezran pointed out in a paper for
the Atlantic Council, a Washington
think-tank, four years after the
“Arab spring”, Tunisia’s economic
situation is more parlous than be-

fore. Citing low economic growth,
very high unemployment particularly among young people, large
budget imbalances and widening
income disparities between the rich
and the poor, as well as between
the urban and rural populations,
they described Tunisia as “an
economy in a state of distress with
an uncertain outlook”.
This poses enormous risks for the
Tunisian process, not least, the undermining of people’s faith in the
benefits of democracy. An International Republican Institute survey
of Tunisian public opinion after
the government’s first 100 days in
office found that the majority was
pessimistic about democracy and
crucially did not feel that it was
better off after the revolution.
This is not surprising. Between
January 2011 and December 2014,
the five successive transitional
governments focused almost exclusively on political and security
issues rather than structural and
institutional economic reforms. In
a sense, this is already a betrayal of

Tunisia’s
economic
situation
is more
parlous
than before.

The more lasting effect of
the prize is that Tunisia
has been enshrined as a
template for positive change
in the whole region.
Wided Bouchamaoui at the end of a National Dialogue session in 2013.

the Tunisian revolution, which was
for bread and freedom, economic
factors just as much as political
grievances.
It is worth noting that the Tunisian General Labour Union (UGTT),
one of the four groups that received
the Nobel prize, could be said to
have contributed negatively to the
stop-start process of economic
reform.
Earlier this year, it demanded
— and got – the government to increase the wages of 800,000 public
sector workers to a level that adds
$280 million more public spending to the budget. The government
had offered a 2.3% increase, which
was consistent with what it felt the
country could afford. But the UGTT
demanded 15% even though it
knew that Tunisia was under pressure from international lenders to
reduce public spending and cut the
deficit to help economic growth.
The union has clout — 400,000
members, as well as the ability
to bring the country to a grinding
halt — and it used it. Of course, the
UGTT is hardly the only prize-winning entity (Tunisian or otherwise)
to work to its own agenda. But as
Wided Bouchamaoui, president of
another prize-winning body, the
Employers’ Union, acknowledged,
“Our challenge is now economic
and social. We have to boost our
economy. We have to create more
jobs, to invest more.”
That is easier said than done
when members of the Quartet
themselves are, in some instances,
interested parties.
That said, if the Quartet, which
intelligently managed to engineer
political compromise, were able to
agree to a lasting and result-orientated economic dialogue that might
be the greater achievement.
Rashmee Roshan Lall is an itinerant
commentator on world affairs. She
blogs at www.rashmee.com and is
on Twitter: @rashmeerl.sa.
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Tunisian civil society
Quartet deserves the
Nobel Peace Prize

T

his year’s Nobel Peace Prize will be awarded to members
of the Tunisian National Dialogue Quartet, which in 2013
facilitated negotiations among Tunisian political protagonists towards advancing the democratic transition.
Members of the Quartet, who will be presented the
awards in Oslo on December 10th, include Houcine
Abbassi, head of the Tunisian General Labour Union
(UGTT); Wided Bouchamaoui, president of the Tunisian Union of
Industry, Trade and Handicrafts (UTICA); Abdessattar Ben Moussa,
head of the Tunisian Human Rights League; and Mohamed Fadhel
Mahfoudh, head of the Tunisian Bar Association.
The Tunisian laureates are not the first Arab personalities to receive
the Nobel Prize for peace. Egyptian president Anwar Sadat received the
Nobel Prize in 1978 jointly with Israeli prime minister Menahem Begin.
Sixteen years later, another joint Arab-Israeli group was honoured: PLO
chairman Yasser Arafat and Israeli leaders Shimon Peres and Yitzhak
Rabin. In 2005, the prize was bestowed upon Egypt’s Mohamed ElBaradei in his capacity as head of the International Atomic Energy Agency
(IAEA). And in 2011, Yemeni activist Tawakkol Karman received the
award jointly with two Liberian women.
The Tunisian Quartet deserves the prize for its role in sparing Tunisia
a civil war of the type that is still ravaging Syria and Yemen. But, as
members of the Quartet themselves acknowledge, the majority of
Tunisia’s political class and civil society also deserve credit for their
support of the national consensus that generated the road map paving
the way for free and fair elections in 2014. A year later, state institutions
are functioning in a peaceful and orderly manner.
Still, Tunisia has yet to meet the challenges confronting it since the
2011 uprising. First and foremost is the terrorist threat that continues to
jeopardise the country’s security and inhibit its economy. The latest
incident was October 12th when two soldiers were killed in the Sammama mountains. Tourism has yet to recover from the murder of scores
of foreign tourists at the Bardo National Museum and on the seashore at
Sousse.
The Peace Prize is a major morale booster to Tunisians. Most opinion
polls show a high level of public scepticism about the political class,
which has yet to steer away from divisiveness and pursue a common
agenda that focuses on the country’s critical priorities.
Tunisia’s honour was billed by the Nobel Peace Prize committee and
world powers as “a message” to the Arab world.
With its endless procession of tragedies, the Arab world is more than
ever in need for an end to its bloody wars. But it is overly simplistic to
think that Tunisia’s approach can be duplicated elsewhere in the
region, where the particular conditions that allowed a peaceful transition in Tunisia are not necessarily present.
There can be no peace in the Middle East without a fair settlement of
the Palestinian issue. After two joint Arab-Israeli Nobel prizes, Palestinians are still deprived of their national rights. No negotiating schemes
will make sense as long as that basic issue is not addressed.
Also and beyond noble statements, the region will not stand a chance
at sorting out its problems if regional powers do not put an end to their
expansionist designs.
The West should also pursue a more consistent approach regarding
the settlement of conflicts in North Africa and the Middle East. Many of
the region’s problems have been exacerbated by the West’s use of
military power instead of negotiation and diplomacy. Unfortunately,
many of the repercussions of that approach cannot be undone.
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Israeli and
Palestinian descent
to the abyss

T

he new wave of
Palestinian anger
expressed on the
streets of Jerusalem
and the West Bank
comes as no surprise.
Any attempt by Israel to modify
Dominique Roch
the praying arrangements at
al-Aqsa compound would likely
have unleashed violent reactions
from Palestinians. After all, the
second intifada began when Ariel
Sharon paid a highly provocative
visit to the site in September
2000.
But lessons from history have
been lost on Israeli leaders.
Despite its denials, the Israeli
government, under pressure
from settlers and far-right
parties, has been shaking the
status quo arrangements devised
with Jordan following the 1967
war that saw East Jerusalem pass
under the control of the Jewish
state.
Under these arrangements,
only Muslims are allowed to pray
on the Haram al-Sharif that hosts
al-Aqsa mosque and the Dome of
the Rock. This is the third holiest
place in Islam and Muslims have
been praying there for 1,300
years. Jews, who believe that
al-Aqsa was built on the site of
the ancient biblical temple
destroyed by Romans 2,000
years ago, are allowed to pray at
the wall beneath the mosque.
Palestinian fears have been
exacerbated in the past few
months by Israel restricting “for
security reasons” their access to
al-Aqsa while regularly allowing
groups of radical Jews, including
cabinet members and high-profile activists, to enter the site.
More and more voices in Israel,
including in mainstream media,
are calling for the right of Jews to
pray on the Temple Mount/
al-Aqsa compound.
This wave of
Palestinian anger
The question now is
over al-Aqsa comes
how to stop the spiral of against the backdrop
the total collapse
violence between Israel of
of the peace process
and the relentless
and the Palestinians.
settlement building
on Palestinian lands
occupied by Israel in
1967 that makes it
impossible for Palestinians to
establish an independent state.
A series of events recently
inflamed tempers: Most notably

there was the torching at night by
Jewish terrorists of the Dawabsheh family home in the West
Bank village of Duma in late July,
burning to death a toddler and
his parents. To this day, the
culprits have not been jailed.
Likewise, Israeli Jews who
burned alive Palestinian teenager Mohammed Abu Khdeir in
Jerusalem in June 2014 are yet to
be sentenced for the crime.
Predictably, Israel’s reaction to
the Palestinian outburst of anger
and stabbing spree that left at
least seven Israeli Jews dead has
been more violence and repression.
The Israeli military has become
extremely lax in its rules of
engagement, shooting live
rounds at students demonstrating in the West Bank or during
clashes with young Palestinians.
Scores have been killed or
wounded. Most of the alleged
attacks by Palestinians have been
met with lethal fire even in
instances in which it was
possible, as clearly shown by
video footage, to subdue attackers.
In sharp contrast, an Israeli
Jew went on a stabbing spree,
wounding three Palestinians and
a Bedouin in the Israeli town of
Dimona before being arrested
unharmed by security guards.
The question now is how to
stop the spiral of violence
between Israel and the Palestinians. In addition to deployment
of police, border guards and
army units, the Israeli cabinet
has decided to encircle Arab
neighbourhoods in East Jerusalem, home to 300,000 Palestinians, speed up the process of
demolishing the family homes of
“Palestinian terrorists” and
revoking their residency permits
in the city.
It is doubtful that this use of
force will make things better.
What is needed might just be
measures to give hope for the
Palestinians, who today feel they
have nothing left to lose — such
as freezing construction in
Jewish settlements, respecting
the status quo and reviving the
peace process.
Dominique Roch is a regular
analyst and special
correspondent for The Arab
Weekly.
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So where is the Egyptian opposition?

P

olitical observers had
expected a much
stronger public
response to Egypt’s
forthcoming parliamentary elections. But
from what we have seen, these
Mohamed Abu al-Fadl
elections are moving with a large
section of the Egyptian populace
barely paying attention.
Wandering through Cairo or any
other Egyptian city, there are few
visible signs of the election. There
is not much talk of it in the media.
Even among those who are
concerned with the elections,
they are careful to deal with this
calmly, which has led to views
that this is because the results are
a foregone conclusion and that
the pro-regime “For the Love of
Egypt” alliance will definitely
triumph.
The electoral scene has been
overcome by a general desire for
calm, which has led to a declining
interest in these elections
already been postponed more
than once. This postponement
aimed to ensure a more politically diverse parliament than the
previous Islamist-dominated
parliament.
From the expected results, it is
clear that these civil political
parties are relieved by the decline
of the Muslim Brotherhood and
its allies, with the Salafist al-Nour
Party the only clear Islamist party
taking part in the
elections.
The new parliament
The passivity that
might be made up of
has characterised
Egyptian politics
different parties but
recently, and which
these will all likely share is not commensurate with the actual
the same outlook.
importance of these
elections, did not
come out of the
blue. There are clear
reasons for this, not
least because it is difficult to get
excited about the political parties

A candidate holds a banner reading in Arabic: “Long live Egypt,
the parliament of Egypt 2015″.
on offer and their election
manifestos, as well as the rush of
so-called “independent” candidates to declare their support for
the government and announce
their “backing” of President
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi.
This demonstrates the lack of
any true political opposition in
Egypt. Even the Islamist trend, as

represented by al-Nour Party,
rushed to announce its support
for Sisi, which has completely
voided the elections of any
vitality or competition.
When rival political parties
competing over votes essentially
share the same political outlook,
that inevitably leads to tepid
elections with low voter turnout,

as is the expectation in Egypt.
But such a situation often leads
to an inert parliament that will
blindly back the ruling authorities. While there are some
advantages to this, there are also
political disadvantages down the
road with such a parliament likely
failing to carry out its most important duties: overseeing and
enacting legislation; holding the
government accountable; and, in
short, making up for the absence
of the previous parliament.
The new constitution gives
Egypt’s parliament broad powers.
Most polls indicate that the new
parliament will be made up of
different political blocs, with no
single electoral coalition securing
an outright majority, even if all
the political parties share the
same political outlook that is
supportive of Sisi.
But a weak or toothless parliament will create a false image in
the minds of many Egyptians,
who will say the regime is seeking
to reproduce the Hosni Mubarak
administration, which was
brought down by popular protest.
But it was precisely this political
system and the political uprising
against it that led to Egypt’s new
constitution that limits the power
of the president and seeks to
avoid many of these dangerous
pitfalls.
However, Egypt’s political
parties have failed to take
advantage of this new era, relying
on the politics of the past and
ultimately failing to secure
popular support. The new
parliament might be made up of
different parties but these will all
likely share the same outlook.
Mohamed Abu al-Fadl is an
Egyptian writer. This commentary
was translated and adapted from
the Arabic. It was originally
published by the London-based
Al Arab newspaper.

Fighting ISIS and World War IV

Said Nachid

A

re we facing another
world war? Is this
what some, such as
John Hopkins
University Professor
Eliot A. Cohen, are
calling the fourth world war —
with the Cold War, which resulted
in the fall of the Soviet Union and
the Berlin Wall, being viewed as
World War III?
I am, of course, talking about
the War on Terror, as coined by
former US president George W.
Bush. Although that war had been
launched against al-Qaeda, which
has been replaced by the Islamic
State (ISIS) as the leader of global

terrorism.
Cohen, in an article published
not long after 9/11 in Commentary
magazine — popular among
American neo-cons — called on US
officials to abandon the “War on
Terror” in favour of the World War
IV scenario. He said that world
wars, as opposed to wars on
terror, contained an inherent
narrative of the “free world”
versus various totalitarian
ideologies. In the past, this was
Nazism, Fascism, Stalinism and
the like, while today the enemy
would be takfirism.
But there is another important
test: World War II succeeded in

A migrant woman sleeping at the port of Mytilene on the Greek island of Lesbos, in October.

containing the extreme rightwing, defeating Nazism and
fascism while, at the same time,
incorporating more moderate
forms of this ideology within the
democratic framework (such as
the Front National in France and
the National Alliance in Italy,
among others). Extreme left-wing
parties were similarly contained,
with a more moderate form of
socialism taking root (such as the
Socialist Party in France and the
Italian Communist Party, among
others).
Does this suggest that World
War IV would, according to the
same doctrine being espoused by
the neo-conservatives and even
some within the White House,
seek to contain extremism by
accepting a more moderate form
of political Islam within a democratic framework?
The Americans are pragmatists.
They think that what worked in
the past will work again in the
future. So, it is not surprising to
see signs that the United States
might be trying to tame al-Qaeda
to combat the new enemy, ISIS.
Since Cohen put forward the
World War IV idea, Commentary
has been inundated with reports
and studies supporting the view
and decrying Bush’s War on
Terror. Former CIA director James
Woolsey famously used this
terminology on a number of
occasions.
In the ongoing war in Syria,
which may be part of this World
War IV, everything has been
mixed up, resulting in overlapping and even contradictory
goals. We must also acknowledge
that there is nothing wrong with
international intervention in
principle. In fact, this could be a

moral imperative in certain
circumstances, such as during the
Rwandan genocide in 1994 or the
Srebrenica massacre in 1995. But
in all of these cases, the international partners were clear on who
the enemy was.
In the war that is being fought
in Syria, that is simply not the
case.
Syrian President Bashar Assad’s
forces are focusing on fighting the
Free Syrian Army and after that
al-Nusra Front, only then turning
their attention to ISIS. Russia is
pursuing precisely the same
policy, only with more sophisticated arms.
The so-called moderate Syrian
opposition is more concerned
about fighting Assad than ISIS.
While Turkey is more concerned
with fighting the Kurdistan
Workers’ Party (PKK) than ISIS.
As for the Arabs, they have been
largely absent, overwhelmed by
the unfolding situation.
When the allies fought World
War II, everyone — from the
Americans to the Soviets —
agreed that Nazism was the
number one enemy. While during
the Cold War — or shall we say
World War III? — everyone agreed
that the Soviet Union was the
major enemy. But today, during
World War IV, things are less
certain. The dilemma is that
everybody agrees that we need to
fight ISIS but nobody is making
this their priority. So long as this
is the case, ISIS will endure and
expand.
Said Nachid is a Moroccan writer.
His was commentary was
translated from the Arabic. It was
initially published in the London
based Al Arab newspaper.
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Saudi Arabia
cautions Russia,
steps up support
for Syrian rebels
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

S

audi Arabia has cautioned
Moscow over its military
backing of Syrian President
Bashar Assad’s regime and
stepped up support for
moderate rebels embroiled in a war
now in its fifth year.
Russian President Vladimir Putin
met Saudi Defence Minister Prince
Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, the deputy crown
prince, on the sidelines of the Russian Grand Prix in Sochi.
Despite showing a unified front
and statements emphasising cooperation on military technology and
counterterrorism, the countries
failed to reach agreement or compromise on the issue of Syria and a
future role for Assad in particular.

The Russian stance
is now clear. They
are not fighting
terrorism but are in
fact working to
preserve the Assad
regime.
During a news conference with
Russian Foreign Minister Sergei
Lavrov, Saudi Foreign Minister Adel
al-Jubeir said the kingdom’s position on Syria remains unchanged,
insisting Assad has no future in
Syria. He described the meeting
between Salman and Putin as positive, constructive and frank.

Russia has been bombing both
the Islamic State (ISIS) and more
moderate groups opposed to the
Assad regime. This has led the United States and the European Union
to call on Moscow to stop targeting
moderate rebels and avoid extending the war.
The Russian military escalation
came as a surprise to members of
the official Syrian opposition, who
travelled to Moscow in September to meet Russian officials over
a possible political solution to the
Syrian crisis. Hisham Marwah, the
vice-president of the Syrian National Council (SNC), told The Arab
Weekly that during meetings with
Kremlin officials the opposition
group was told one thing and then
saw the opposite with the Russian
military escalation.
“The Russian stance is now clear.
They are not fighting terrorism but
are in fact working to preserve the
Assad regime,” Marwah said.
When asked how the international community, and Saudi Arabia in particular, can convince Russia to stop its support for Assad,
Marwah stressed that Riyadh had
documented evidence that shows
why Assad has no place in Syria
currently or in the future.
“Saudi Arabia has all this evidence and the details and it’s above
and beyond what the news stations
carry and it can present that on the
negotiation table to the Russians,”
he said.
Concerning Moscow’s proposal
of a political solution that includes
Assad, Marwah linked it to the situation in Yemen. “If that happens,
you will get a similar scenario to

Russian President Vladimir Putin and Saudi Defence Minister Mohammed bin Salman during their
meeting in Sochi, Russia, on October 11, 2015.
what is happening in Yemen with
Ali Abdullah Saleh. These oppressors should not be there in any
transitional period because of their
tendency to act like spoilers,” he
added.
Following the meeting between
Putin and Salman, a Saudi official told Reuters that Saudi Arabia
would continue to strengthen and
support the moderate opposition
in Syria. “The recent escalation will
contribute in attracting extremists
and jihadists to the war in Syria,”
the source said, adding that the
Kremlin’s actions would alienate
Sunni Muslims around the world.
Relations between Saudi Arabia
and the Russian Federation had
warmed recently. The countries
signed six agreements in June, including one on nuclear cooperation, while Saudi Arabia pledged to
invest $10 billion in Russia’s Direct
Investment Fund. However, the
issue of Syria remains a sticking

point.
“The Saudis have no doubt built
better bridges with Russia,” Michael Stephens, director of RUSI
Qatar, a think-tank, said. “They are
not inherently hostile against Russia, but they are continually frustrated with their continued support for Assad.”

The countries failed
to reach agreement
or compromise on
the issue of Syria
and a future role for
Assad in particular.
Stephens emphasised the Saudis
have communicated to Moscow
that the Russian action in Syria is
dangerous and will cause more instability and that they do not support it.
“It was Mohammed bin Salman
who went to Sochi, so, in effect, this

is coming from the king,” Stephens
said. “If you want to work together
and get the oil prices back up, you
are going to need to talk to us and
we are willing to talk about these
issues if you stop being so obstructive in Syria,” he said characterising
the Saudi message to Russia.
After the start of Russian air
strikes, Saudi Arabia stepped up
its support of the Syrian rebels by
providing the moderate anti-Assad
fighters with supplies of weaponry,
according to the BBC.
Supplies of modern, high-powered weaponry, including guided
anti-tank weapons, would be increased to three rebel groups fighting the Assad regime and its allies,
but that terrorist groups such as
ISIS and al-Nusra Front would not
benefit from that support, the reports said.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The Arab Weekly.

Dubai launches global development foundation
The Arab Weekly staff

London

D

ubai has launched an
ambitious initiative designed to consolidate a
wide range of charitable
and human development endeavours around the world
with a focus on the Middle East.
The “Mohammed Bin Rashid
al-Maktoum Global Initiatives” includes 28 organisations under its
umbrella, with activities ranging
from fighting poverty and illness

to supporting education and empowering communities. The foundation will implement about 1,400
human development programmes
in more than 100 countries.
“Today we are embarking on a
new beginning. My invitation is
open to all countries, international
foundations and organisations to
participate with us in bringing new
hope for our region,” Sheikh Mohammed Bin Rashid al-Maktoum,
the emir of Dubai, said October 4th
on the launch of the initiative.
A board of trustees, made up of
representatives from the organisations that make up the foundation,

will manage the initiative. Sheikh
Mohammed is to serve as chairman.
“The objectives of the foundation have been well-received by
our community,” Sheikh Hamdan bin Mohammed al-Maktoum,
crown prince of Dubai, said. “The
new foundation complements the
previous efforts of Sheikh Mohammed and its establishment
paves the way for a new phase of
philanthropic and developmental
activities. Sheikh Mohammed bin
Rashid’s philanthropic vision and
philosophy is similar to his vision
and philosophy for other sectors.”

Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid al-Maktoum during the launch event of his humanitarian initiative.

Sheikh Mohammed instructed
the board to prepare an executive plan with the goal of reaching
130 million people in the next ten
years. The foundation is to operate
in 116 countries but will mostly focus on the Arab region.
“The Arab region is undergoing
massive challenges and these challenges will continue for decades to
come. We will not turn our backs
on our region. We will provide our
support, and bring hope in a better
future for our youth,” Sheikh Mohammed said.
“The world has spent tens of
billions on addressing global challenges. If only a quarter of this
amount was spent on development
in our region, we would overcome
our challenges and our people
could overcome their difficulties
to restore their role in building vibrant societies which contribute to
the development and well-being of
mankind.”
“What we will focus on in the
near future is the region because
this region is going through trouble
and a crisis,” Mohammed al-Gergawi, the UAE’s minister for cabinet
affairs, said, emphasising that the
initiative’s primary goal is “human
development.”
In the last few years, the organisations that make up the new initiative have spent more than $2 billion in more than 100 countries and
has benefited millions of people.
Those programmes have seen the
construction or restoration of more
than 2,000 schools and educational facilities, education initiatives
that have supported more than 10
million children and training programmes that have seen more than

400,000 teachers qualified.
Sheikh Mohammed’s new initiative will have an annual operating
budget of more than $272 million.
How much of the overall figure
constitutes new funding remains
unclear.
The new foundation will also
work on supporting innovation and
scientific projects.

The Arab region is
undergoing massive
challenges and these
challenges will
continue for decades
to come.
According to the initiative’s mission statement, 5,000 innovators
and researchers are set to benefit
from more than $1 billion in grants.
The institution will also focus on
fostering entrepreneurship by
supporting and nurturing 50,000
young entrepreneurs and supporting the establishment of new companies that will provide 500,000
job opportunities in the region.
Concerning the fight against poverty and disease, organisations affiliated with the new foundation
have worked on the prevention
and treatment of blindness in 23
million people as well as providing
more than 81 million vaccines to
prevent blindness and eye disease,
in addition to treating 3.6 million
children for intestinal diseases and
the construction and support of 46
hospitals around the world.
They also worked on supporting
and providing humanitarian relief
to more than 1.5 million families in
40 countries.
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ISIS used banned chemicals, say Kurds
Jamal J. Halaby

Amman

S

everal Iraqi Kurdish fighters tested positive for mustard gas after a summer of
war against Islamic State
(ISIS) militants in northern Iraq, the Kurdistan Regional
Government (KRG) said, accusing
the jihadist group of using banned
chemical weapons.
US Marine Corps Brigadier-General Kevin Killea, chief of staff for
operations against ISIS, said on August 21st that field analysis of shell
fragments from an attack in Iraq
tested positive for sulphur mustard. Killea said the test was not
conclusive proof of chemical weapons use and the fragments would
be tested further.
The latest evidence, however,
raised the question of where ISIS
obtained the chemicals.
Experts argue that ISIS is buying raw material on the markets in
Iraq and Syria to manufacture basic mustard or chlorine gas bombs
mounted on warheads, most commonly Russian-made Katyusha
rockets.

In the August 11th
incident, mortar
shells were fired at
Kurdish peshmerga
positions in and near
Makhmur, northern
Iraq.
Other material, such as light
weapons and ammunition, are
bought on the black market, especially in Turkey, in return for oil
from fields in Iraq and Syria, which
the jihadists sell, according to the
experts. They maintained that the
bulk of ISIS’s sophisticated USmade light and heavy weaponry,
however, comes from warehouses
deserted by retreating Syrian and
Iraqi armies.
“My research traced the source of

the chemicals and I came to conclusion that raw material was bought
in the market in Iraq and Syria and
prepared according to Internet
bomb-making instructions,” said
Aziz al-Khazraji, an Iraqi military
expert who has conducted significant research on ISIS.
“Nobody is willing to sell ISIS
chemical weapons, not even on
the black market,” he said. “The
only logical explanation is that ISIS
manufactures the mustard gas it is
using in its attacks in Iraq as well as
Syria”.
Khazraji said his findings showed
that ISIS developed a specialised
cell to manufacture banned weapons, importing the capabilities
through jihadist doctors, engineers
and other foreign professionals,
including French, English, Australians, Canadians and Americans.
In the August 11th incident,
mortar shells were fired at Kurd
ish peshmerga positions in and
near Makhmur, northern Iraq, Killea said in remarks in Washington.
Fragments were collected by Kurdish fighters and given to US forces.
About 80 kilometres south-east
of Mosul, Makhmur district is disputed by the KRG and the central
government in Baghdad. ISIS captured Makhmur in June 2014, but
Kurdish peshmerga forc
es retook
the territory two months later.
Following the August 11th attack,
a witness said he saw a column of
smoke over Makhmur on the day
of the attack. Abdullah Jobouri said
after heavy shelling of a peshmerga
front line, “We saw yellowish-white
smoke rising to the sky.”
On October 10th, KRG’s Ministry
of Peshmerga Affairs announced
that blood samples from Kurdish
fighters sent to a Baghdad lab revealed traces of the toxic gas.
Ministry Secretary-General Jabbar Yawar, said in an interview that
the exposure took place along the
front lines near the northern Iraqi
towns of Makhmur and nearby
Gwer.
He said tests conducted by the
Americans on shells and soil proved
the area was hit with mustard gas.

A chlorine-tinged cloud of smoke rises into the air from a bomb detonated by Iraqi army and Shia
fighters from Hashid Shaabi forces, in the town of al-Alam in Salahuddin province, in 2015.
“It is conclusive evidence that
the peshmergas were exposed to
chemicals,” Yawar said. He said the
blood tests were done at a Baghdad
laboratory.
An Iraqi Health Ministry official
said blood samples from at least 35
peshmerga fighters tested positive
for mustard and chlorine gases. The
official, who spoke on condition
of anonymity, declined to provide
other details.
Iraqi Kurdish troops, trained
and helped by US advisers, took
the lead in battling ISIS after the
extremist group captured much of

northern Iraq in 2014. Iraqi government forces and allied Shia militias
have since joined the fight, backed
by US-led coalition air strikes.
Sulphur mustard is a Class 1
chemical agent, which means it has
few uses other than chemical warfare. Commonly referred to as mustard gas, it causes severe, delayed
burns to the eyes, skin and respiratory tract, according to the US Centers for Disease Control.
Sulphur mustard can also affect
the nervous system and cause ex
cess saliva, tears and urine, diarrhoea and vomiting. The gas, which

can smell like garlic or mustard, is
fatal in large doses.
There have been previous reports
of ISIS using chemicals. In March,
the KRG said it had evidence that
ISIS used chlorine in a car bomb attack on January 23rd. There have
been numerous reports of chemicals used in ISIS attacks in Syria’s
north and central regions.
Jamal J. Halaby, based in Jordan, is
Levant section editor for The Arab
Weekly and has covered the Middle
East and North Africa for nearly
three decades.

For Iran, crunch time on Iraq approaches
Gareth Smyth

London

T

here is a sharp dilemma
at the heart of Iran’s policy in Iraq: Tehran wants
its neighbour to remain
unified but some of its
actions have contributed to Iraq’s
fragmentation and slide towards
partition.
Iraq was never going to become
the shining democracy envisaged
by American neoconservatives.
The Ba’ath Party, after 35 years in
power, left a sectarianism that was
compounded after the 2003 US-led
invasion by Paul Bremer’s inept
Coalition Provisional Authority and
by Iraqi politicians building mafiastyle, sect-based networks.
Tehran’s recent role in building
up Shia militias to fight the Islamic
State (ISIS) reflected the collapse
of the Iraqi Army but has increased
Sunni apprehension over Iran’s
links with the Iraqi Shia parties.
Ayatollah Ali Sistani, Iraq’s preeminent Shia cleric, has long argued
for national unity and dialogue.
In 2006 and in 2007, crucially, he
forbade Shia from taking up arms
after Sunni militants bombed the alAskari mosque in Samarra.
Sistani’s call in June 2014 for volunteers to fight ISIS reflected the
seriousness of the threat. But it
was also seen by many Shia as an
endorsement of militias that, while
nominally under the Iraqi state as
“Popular Mobilisation Units”, are to
a greater or lesser extent subject to
Iranian control or influence.
Sistani’s recent support for dem-

Shia volunteers, who have joined the Iraqi army to fight ISIS, show
allegiance to Grand Ayatollah Ali Sistani.
onstrations against corruption and
poor services — oddly similar to the
“You Stink” protests in Lebanon —
shows the ayatollah retains an independent voice.
Beginning in Medina, near Basra,
and spreading to Baghdad, the demonstrators were condemned by the
Shia parties, which have been in
government for more than a decade.
Former prime minister Nuri al-Maliki accused them of being “against
religion” and appeared even to allege they were allied to ISIS.
Similar claims were made in
Iran. The chief of staff of the armed
forces, Major-General Hassan Firouzabadi, alleged the protests were
“orchestrated” by “well-known

groups… non-Muslim ones sometimes”.
There are differences in Tehran
over Iraq, which partly coincide
with differences between those
who favour broad engagement with
the outside world and those who
see Iran as a beleaguered revolutionary state.
Iranian President Hassan Rohani’s
approach has been exemplified in
frequent visits to Sistani in Najaf by
Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad
Zarif and Ali Shamkhani, the ethnic
Arab appointed by the president as
Iran’s top security official.
But the divide is clearly illustrated by the continuing debate in Tehran not just over the nuclear issue

but over Iran’s wider foreign policy.
When Major-General Qassem
Soleimani, commander of the Revolutionary Guards’ elite Quds Force
who has played a leading role in
Iraq, addressed the annual meeting
of the Assembly of Experts, the clerical body that chooses Iran’s leader,
on September 3rd he argued that
Iran’s power and spiritual influence
were strengthening the “axis of resistance” around the region.
Ayatollah Mohammad Yazdi, the
assembly’s head, told fellow clerics
Iran should “not change our foreign
policy of opposition to America, our
Number One enemy, whose crimes
are uncountable”.
Such rhetoric feeds concern
among many senior clerics at Western influence, in culture as much as
politics. Fifty years after Jalal Al-e
Ahmad first popularised the notion
of gharbzadegi (‘westoxification’),
they remain keen to isolate young
Iranians from Western music,
clothes and fast-food chains.
As long as the nuclear issue remains live — even once the parliament has voted on the agreement,
sanctions are not due to be lifted
until February-April 2016 — the
main division in Iranian politics
is between those who support the
agreement and those who oppose it.
This may bring together supporters of the agreement, from reformists to many conservatives, in
the two elections due on the same
day on February 25, 2016, for the
86-member Assembly of Experts
and for the 290-seat parliament.
This would increase the likelihood
of a shift in either body, especially
parliament, favouring Rohani.
Word in Tehran says the president

has been discussing some electoral
arrangement for the parliamentary election with House Speaker
Ali Larijani, a natural conservative
who supported the nuclear talks
by fighting off attempts by parliamentary deputies to tie the negotiators’ hands. Larijani brushed away a
question about this in New York on
September 2nd, noting that Rohani
was not standing in the election.
Securing a more supportive parliament would not give Rohani carte
blanche but it would strengthen his

Tehran’s recent role
in building up Shia
militias increased
Sunni apprehension
over Iran’s links with
the Iraqi Shia parties.
hand not just over the nuclear issue
but in regional policy. With Iraq,
this means moving closer to the approach favoured by Sistani, including a more inclusive government.
This implies reducing tension
with Saudi Arabia — identified
by Rohani as a priority in his first
speech in office — and probably
closer cooperation with the United
States against ISIS.
Iraq has repeatedly confounded
even modest expectations but, if
Rohani wants a viable and stable
neighbour, he has no choice but to
try.
Gareth Smyth has covered
Middle Eastern affairs for 20 years
and was chief correspondent for
the Financial Times in Iran from
2003-07.
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Flaring West Bank
violence could
signal intifada
Malak Hasan

Jerusalem

A

sharp increase in violence, with dozens killed
and hundreds injured, in
the West Bank could possibly signal the start of a
new Palestinian uprising against Israeli control.
Fighting was spurred by what
Palestinians said were violations
of agreements by Israeli police and
Jewish settlers at al-Asqa mosque
in Jerusalem. Palestinians are concerned changes in policy would allow Jews to pray at the site — the
third holiest in Islam.
Fighting flared at the mosque
between worshippers and Israeli
police in September. Palestinian
President Mahmoud Abbas warned
the conflicts could lead to another
intifada.

Palestinian
President Mahmoud
Abbas warned the
conflicts could lead
to another intifada.
The clashes followed Israeli provocations, starting with unscheduled
police-guided tours. The tourists
were mainly armed Jewish settlers
visiting the mosque’s courtyards
and saying Jewish prayers there.
Previous agreements limited Jews
to praying at the Western Wall, west
of the compound, and not in the
complex itself.
When Jewish settlers tour the
courtyards of al-Aqsa mosque, they
often are accused of trying to inflame Palestinian sentiments. The
Jews pray facing the Dome of the
Rock and many loudly curse the
Prophet Mohammad. Some take
olive saplings or dirt from the compound’s gardens.
“They’d do anything to incite Palestinian worshippers,” said Khadija

Khuwies, 38, one of the Palestinian
volunteers known as Mourabitoun
— sentinels — guarding al-Aqsa.
The Israeli encroachment contradicted a November 2014 guarantee
by Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin
Netanyahu to Jordan’s King Abdullah II that Israel had no intention
to change the status quo in al-Aqsa.
Jordan was accorded a “special”
custody of shrines in Jerusalem under its 1994 peace treaty with Israel.
On September 15th, Israeli police
stormed the mosque courtyards and
buildings claiming they were acting
under a “security operation” ahead
of the Jewish New Year. Palestinians
accused Israel of escalation, seeking
to divide the site to allow Jewish
prayers there.
According to Abdullah Hourani of
the Gaza-based Centre for Research
and Documentation, by the end of
September Israeli forces and settlers had killed four Palestinians in
the West Bank. Israeli soldiers also
shot Hadeel al-Hashlmoun, 18, who
was on her way to school in the Old
City of Hebron — a crime that the
London-based watchdog Amnesty
International termed an “extrajudicial killing”.
On October 1st, Eitam and Naama
Henkin, Israeli settlers travelling on
the main road near Nablus, were
killed by gunmen firing from a
passing car. Four days later, Israel
claimed that five Palestinians affiliated with the militant Hamas movement confessed to having carried
out the shooting.
“In response to the attack, settlers attacked Palestinians and their
property in many parts of the West
Bank,” reported B’Tselem, an Israeli
human rights centre.
Tensions escalated further when
Muhannad Halabi stabbed to death
two Israelis on October 3rd. Halabi
was shot at the scene, sparking confrontations across the Palestinian
territories.
On October 4th, an Israeli police officer killed 19-year-old Fadi
Alloun, who was alleged to have

A Palestinian argues with Israeli policemen during clashes in Hebron, West Bank, on October 10, 2015.
plotted a stabbing attack against a
15-year-old Israeli settler.
Following the incident, Israel
tightened restrictions in Jerusalem,
including al-Aqsa, banning access
to the mosque for 48 hours, a step
worshippers described as “unprecedented”.

The Israeli
encroachment
contradicted a
November 2014
guarantee by Israeli
Prime Minister
Binyamin
Netanyahu to
Jordan’s King
Abdullah II.
On October 13th, the Palestinian
Health Ministry said 29 Palestinians, including seven children, had
been killed since the beginning of
the month. More than 1,400 Palestinians were wounded. Five Israeli
settlers were killed and about 67
sustained injuries in attacks by Palestinians.

The youngest casualty since the
beginning of the violence wave was
2-year-old Rahaf Hassan, who was
killed in an air strike that targeted
her house in the Gaza Strip. Rahaf’s
mother, Nour Hassan, 27, was also
killed and her husband, Yahya, and
their toddler son were injured.
While 11 Palestinians were killed
in the Gaza Strip, most of the deaths
and injuries were in the West Bank
and Jerusalem where Israeli soldiers
and police used live rounds and
rubber-coated bullets and also fired
tear gas at protesters at al-Aqsa.
Referred to in Arabic as al-Haram al-Sharif — the Noble Sanctuary — al-Aqsa is Islam’s third holiest shrine after Mecca and Medina
in Saudi Arabia. It is on a hilltop
compound in Jerusalem’s walled
Old City. One of the region’s most
intense flashpoints and the site of
scores of clashes with Israeli police,
the compound houses the Dome of
the Rock, which enshrines the rock
from which the Prophet Mohammad is said to have ascended to
heaven on a winged horse.
The site is known to Jews as the
Temple Mount, the holiest in Judaism. It is the place worshippers turn

towards during prayer.
According to rabbinic sages, it is
where God gathered dust to create
the first human, Adam. Ultra-orthodox Jews insist that the site is where
their two revered temples are buried, just underneath al-Aqsa, and is
where the third temple will be built
before the messiah comes.
Jerusalem affairs specialist Jamal
Amro said Israel plans to control the
al-Aqsa compound, having turned
all of Jerusalem into its vassal.
“Israel is carrying out a ‘pilot
broadcast’ to test Palestinian reaction to Israeli settlers’ growing
intrusions and the Israeli government’s temporal partition of the site
before finally controlling it,” Amro
said. He said the Israeli government
has ambitions beyond dividing the
compound.
“They won’t stop until they take
over the entire site and ban Palestinian prayers there completely,”
Amro said. “They want the 144,000
square metres [that make up the
site]. They want all of it.”
Malak Hasan, based in Ramallah,
has covered Palestinian-Israeli
issues for more than five years.

Made in Jewish settlements? Europeans to soon find out
Dominique Roch

European markets limit the scope
of this policy.
So far, only three European countries — Britain, Denmark and Belgium — have introduced voluntary
labelling guidelines. This is why
the European Union is seriously
considering turning its approach of
differentiating between the origin
of Israeli products to a formal labelling policy among all its members.

Paris

E

uropean
consumers
should, by the end of
2015, be able to tell if the
Israeli goods they are
buying in supermarkets
and shops have been produced in
Jewish settlements established in
the Palestinian territories occupied
in 1967.
The European Union plans to issue labelling rules that will “differentiate”, in their respective markets, products from the territories
and those from Israel proper.
“Differentiation” is the key word
for European leaders, who are
adamant that their move is not
a call to boycott Israel, as is the
case with the relatively successful
grass-roots “Boycott, Divestment
and Sanctions” (BDS) movement,
backed by the Palestinian Authority to protest Israel’s 48-year occupation of East Jerusalem and the
West Bank in addition to the ongoing siege of Gaza.
The technical and legal department of the European Commission
is finalising the rules and the list of
products entirely or partially made
in Jewish settlements.
At first glance, it might look like a
benign, limited step but the stakes
are high as underlined by Israel’s
campaign against the move.
The European Union is Israel’s

The European Union
is Israel’s most
important trading
partner with trade
amounting to more
than $32 billion in
2013.

European Union foreign policy chief Federica Mogherini shakes
hands with Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas following a
meeting in the West Bank city of Ramallah, last June.
most important trading partner
with trade amounting to more
than $32 billion in 2013 according
to a report of the European council
on foreign relations released last
July. Israel is used to benefiting
from European investments, funding and grants while building Jewish settlements on land on which

the Palestinians hope to establish
an independent state.
Europeans have been applying
for some time a de facto differentiation policy to prevent money
benefiting Jewish settlements considered illegal by international law.
But disguising the source of Israeli
products and lack of visibility on

The European Union’s cautious
approach has been partly motivated by fears of undermining efforts
to relaunch the peace process between Israel and the Palestinians.
Israel has used that stance to its advantage to fight the new labelling
policy, claiming this is a boycott of
Israel tinted with anti-Semitism.
What if, ask some experts, the
enactment of such a policy leads
to banning European institutions
and businesses from dealing with
Israeli banks and companies? Already, as pointed out by the European Council on Foreign Relations
think-tank, 17 EU members have
issued non-binding advisories
warning businesses of the legal and

financial consequences they could
expose themselves to if they do
business with entities linked to Israel’s occupation.
International law prohibits Israel
from deriving economic or financial benefit from the occupied Palestinian territories.
Diplomats in brussels say that
sixteen EU countries, including
France, Belgium, Spain, Britain
and Italy, have come out in favour
of the labelling policy. Germany,
the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Romania, Hungary and Bulgaria are
among those opposed to any such
move.
A third group, including Cyprus
and Greece, has been hesitant to
take a stand due to many Israeli investments in their countries.
To Hadi Shebli, the chargé
d’affaires at the Palestinian embassy in Brussels, “The EU decision to
label by the end of the year goods
originating from the Jewish settlements is not enough but it is a first
and important step.”
“It will snowball into something
bigger,” he said. There should be “a
boycott of all settlements products.
Jewish settlements are illegal on
our land. They are preventing the
two-state solution and therefore
their products should be banned.”
Shebli said the boycott of Jewish settlement goods is “taboo” to
the European Union but he said he
hoped the goal could be reached
“with the help of civil societies and
European public opinions”.
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Libyans take UN-peace deal to the wire
Michel Cousins

Tunis

A

fter more than a year
of mediation between
the two main factions
in the Libya crisis, the
UN special envoy announced the names of the people
who would be prime minister and
deputy prime ministers in the Libyan national unity government.
The prime minister is to be Faiez
al-Serraj, from Tripoli and a member of the internationally recognised House of Representatives
(HoR) in Tobruk. The three deputy
PMs are to be Ahmed Maetig, Fathi
Majbri and Musa Kuni, representing, respectively, Tripolitania,
Cyrenaica and Fezzan.
Apart from regional balance,
there is political balance in UN
envoy Bernardino Leon’s offering
between the HoR and its rival in
Tripoli, the General National Congress (GNC).
Maetig is from Misrata, which
until recently had been firmly on
the GNC side in the Libya divide.
He is also the nephew of one the
main GNC leaders, Abdurrahman
Sewehli. Majbri, from Benghazi,
is education minister in the HoR
government. Kuni, one of the Libya
Dialogue negotiators, is a member
of Libya’s Tuareg community.
Leon named Omar Aswad, from
the anti-GNC town of Zintan, and
Mohamed Ammar, an Islamist
member of the GNC and of its negotiating team in the dialogue,
as ministers to join the other four
men on a presidency council to
govern Libya until a new constitution is in place.

In the east there is
bitterness at what is
seen as a
Misrata-dominated
government.
Leon proposed a series of names
representing different political and
geographic constituencies as members of the new government. He
suggested that Sewehli be president of the planned State Council
and that another Misratan, Fathi
Bushagha, be head of the country’s
security council,
Leon’s list has united Libyans in
opposition to his plan. It is claimed

UN envoy for Libya Bernardino Leon, right, makes an announcement in Skhirat, Morocco, on October 8, 2015.
that, while Serraj is an honest politician, he is too weak to be prime
minister.
Members of the GNC and the
HoR noted that government ministries are not Leon’s to fill. Some
of those named, such as former
Interior minister Ashour Shuwail,
rejected their nomination, as did
Sewehli, who pointed out that the
State Council presidency should be
for its members to decide.
In the east there is bitterness at
what is seen as a Misrata-dominated government and lack of sufficient Cyrenaican representation.
While publicly backing him,
privately Western diplomats expressed astonishment at Leon’s
ministerial suggestions. “He did
not need to name them,” said one
European ambassador to Libya.
“He should not have done so.”
Quite apart from the names,
there is strong antipathy within the

HoR and the GNC to the supposedly final draft agreement, which appears to still be a work in progress
despite the official UN line that
it cannot be changed. The latest
amendments relate to a definition
of sharia and a proposed general
amnesty law.
The HoR has clearly decided
that if it does agree to the draft
agreement, it will do so at the last
minute. Recent heated sessions on
the proposals ended without decisions.
The parliament scheduled an
October 19th session to see if it can
come up with a solution. That is
one day before the deadline for the
government to be approved.
In fact, it may not matter. The
deadline of October 20th was set
because it is the last day of the HoR
mandate. However, the HoR has
unilaterally extended that mandate indefinitely.

Leon, who will soon be replaced
as UN special envoy by German
diplomat Martin Kobler, remains
optimistic that both sides will accept the agreement and the names.

Apart from regional
balance, there is
political balance in
UN envoy
Bernardino Leon’s
offering between the
HoR and its rival in
Tripoli, the General
National Congress
(GNC).
So are members of his team and
the Western ambassadors who
have been part of his support group
throughout the negotiations. They
point out that Egypt, the United
Arab Emirates, Jordan, Saudi Ara-

Hostile campaign forces Saudi
preacher to postpone Morocco visit
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

S

audi preacher Mohamed
al-Arifi postponed a trip
to Morocco, where he was
to have participated in a
conference on the Quran,
following a campaign in which
non-governmental organisations
and activists called on the government to ban Arifi’s visit because of
his controversial fatwas .
Arifi, who was invited by the
Oneness and Reform Movement
(MUR), announced on his Facebook page that he called off his trip
to Morocco after reading about the
controversy surrounding his visit.
MUR is affiliated with the ruling
Islamist Party of Justice and Development.
“For the sake of not raising this
tension nor causing embarrassment to the Moroccan regime or
the organisers of my visit, I delayed it until further notice while
stressing my love and appreciation
to all Moroccans,” Arifi posted on
Facebook on October 11th.
Non-governmental organisation

Bayt al-Hikma denounced Arifi’s
visit in an October 7th statement.
The Rabat-based association criticised the event, which “undermines Morocco’s Islam. which is
based on moderation”.
Arifi was to have taken part in
The Role of the Quran in Shaping
Humans conference, which was
scheduled for October 25th in Rabat.

Arifi’s
supporters
launched a
counter petition
welcoming
him to Morocco.
A video of Arifi from 2010 calling
for daughters who are not properly dressed not to be left alone in
a room with their fathers for fear
of triggering sexual desires went
viral on social networks, sparking
condemnation from activists and
human rights organisations.
He later played down the controversial fatwa on his Twitter account, saying it was an isolated
case of a mother who was com-

plaining to him about her husband
who was molesting their daughter.
Abdellah El-Alaoui slammed Arifi’s fatwa on Facebook as “a pragmatic analysis of a pervert Wahhabi thought”.
Bayt al-Hikma also questioned
the motives behind the initiative,
which is against “rationalism, values of cohabitation, dialogue and
respect of all differences”, calling
all parties to oppose it.
It considered the initiative as direct MUR support to takfiri speech,
which incites hatred, violence and
extremism. Activists launched an
online petition calling for a government ban on the Arifi conference
because of the Saudi preacher’s
fatwas.
The petition, which has more
than 1,300 signatures, accuses Arifi of inciting sedition, violence and
fighting by his many fatwas, such
as supporting al-Qaeda. Arifi’s supporters launched a counter petition welcoming him to Morocco. It
had a similar number of signatures
as the anti-Arifi petition.
Saad Guerraoui is a frequent
contributor to The Arab Weekly on
Maghreb issues.

Saudi preacher Mohamed al-Arifi

bia, Qatar and Turkey fully support
the deal and have been putting “intensive pressure” on both sides to
accept it.
Although Libyans continue to
protest the agreement and the
names, there is believed to be a
majority in the GNC in favour of
accepting one, even though its
president, Nuri Abu Sahmain, is
opposed.
As for the president of the HoR,
Ageela Saleh Gwaider, he is seen as
supportive even though he has suggested that negotiations could continue past October 20th. He is said
to have told Leon, who apparently
intended to appoint an easterner as
prime minister, that having both
the head of the government and of
the HoR from the east would be unacceptable.
Michel Cousins is the
editor-in-chief of the Libya Herald.
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Sisi proceeds without a party
Gregory Aftandilian

Washington

T

he government of Egyptian
President
Abdel
Fattah al-Sisi comes out
of a familiar tradition:
Every Egyptian president
since Gamal Abdel Nasser seized
power in 1952, with the exception
of Muhammad Morsi in 2012, has
emerged from the military. But Sisi
is different in that he has not created or inherited a political party to
help him rule.
What this means for Egypt’s political future is uncertain but it is
likely to make the upcoming parliament a chaotic body despite the
fact that several coalitions are running on a pro-Sisi platform.
Shortly after taking power,
Nasser and his fellow Free Officers
abolished political parties in Egypt.
In 1954, they created the first in a
series of ruling parties called the
Liberation Rally. This party became
the National Democratic Party
(NDP) under presidents Anwar Sadat and Hosni Mubarak.
Everyone in Egypt understood
what these parties represented. In
fact, the NDP was commonly referred to in Arabic as Hizb al-Watani, meaning, roughly, “the National
Party”, but which carried the connotation of being simply the regime
party.

Sisi is different in
that he has not
created or inherited
a political party to
help him rule.
Although the government parties initially had an ideological
mission and tried to mobilise the
masses, they essentially were used
to control parliament and pass
government-directed legislation.
Under Anwar Sadat and later Hosni
Mubarak, some opposition parties
and independents were allowed to

compete for seats in parliament but
the government made sure the NDP
was assured of a substantial majority.
With the NDP abolished in the
wake of the 2011 revolution, Egypt’s
governing class has no single political entity to rely on. In some
respects this situation reflects the
personality of Sisi, who has repeatedly said he was not interested in
forming his own party and wanted
instead to be president of the Egyptian people. Mubarak, by contrast,
was not only president of the country but also the leader of the NDP.

Government
concerns about a
powerful opposition
are overblown, as
Egypt’s parties are
weak.
Under laws decreed by Sisi, the
parliament to be elected in late
October and early November will
be heavily represented by independents, who will hold 80% of
the seats, with the remaining 20%
reserved for those representing
political parties. This ratio was
probably made to ensure that opposition parties do not emerge as
a significant bloc to challenge the
government.
However, government concerns
about a powerful opposition are
overblown, as Egypt’s parties are
weak.
Now that the Muslim Brotherhood’s political party has been
banned, most parties are little
more than debating societies of
urban intellectuals. Some have announced they are boycotting the
elections because they see the vote
as skewed in favour of the regime.
Other parties are beset with internal divisions. Even the venerable
Wafd Party, which formed in the
wake of the 1919 revolution opposing British rule, is split between
two factions.
Instead, a number of establishment figures have formed political

Staying above party politics? Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi attends the closing session of
the Arab Summit in Sharm el-Sheikh, in March 2015.
coalitions, often with the support
of businessmen. For example, the
Egyptian Front coalition includes
the Egyptian National Movement
founded by Mubarak’s last prime
minister, Ahmed Shafiq, and Egypt
My Homeland, founded by a former provincial governor, Qadri Abu
Hussein.
Another coalition, For the Love
of Egypt, is led by former intelligence officer Sameh Seif el-Yazal.
He told the media that his coalition
aims to “act as a back-up force for
Sisi in the coming parliament”. Yet
another coalition is the Independent National Re-awakening Bloc,
which includes religious figures
from al-Azhar University, the Coptic Church and prominent people
from Upper Egypt.
A few non-establishment groups,
such as the Salafist al-Nour party

and the youth-oriented Call of
Egypt coalition, will compete in
some districts.
What about the old NDP? According to Egyptian sources, there
are about 1,000 former members
of the party running among 6,000
candidates nationwide. Most of
them are from prominent families,
particularly in rural areas, who are
not interested in reviving the old
party but simply want to maintain
their standing by showing they can
deliver services to their districts.
What all this means for the future
Egyptian parliament is that most
independents and coalition members who get elected will likely declare support for Sisi but this does
not mean that the government can
always rely on their support. The
new parliament will be made up of
competing elites who are likely to

have different ideas about particular policies.
Fearing this potential for gridlock
and chaos, some establishment figures such as Yazal have suggested
that the new constitution should
be amended because it gives “too
much power” to parliament, including the power to name the
prime minister.
If parliament becomes too unwieldy, Sisi may step into the fray
and designate one of these coalitions as his party but for the time
being he is likely to hold off and remain above politics.
Gregory Aftandilian is an
associate of the Middle East
Center at the University of
Massachusetts-Lowell and is a
former US State Department
Middle East analyst.

Uphill task for Christian candidates in Egypt’s polls
Amr Emam

Cairo

I

n campaigning prior to Egypt’s
parliamentary election, lawyer
Tharwat Bekheit targets all potential voters in his Ain Shams
constituency in the north-eastern part of Cairo.
Bekheit, 46, has been working in
the service of his constituents for
almost 15 years. A few years ago, he
helped thousands of residents attain identity cards for the first time.
He has worked closely with other
politicians to improve health conditions by convincing the government to establish more clinics and
hospitals there.
Now, he is running for parliament
and says it is time his constituents
rewarded him for all the work he
has done for them over the years.

“This is not about
religion but about
who will serve his/
her constituents
best.”
“I served everybody without
even putting this parliament candidacy issue in mind,” Bekheit said. “I
think everybody will remember my
good deeds of the past at the election time.”
There is, however, a caveat: Most
of Bekheit’s election rivals are
Muslim and he is a member of the
Christian minority. He says when it
comes to voting, voters will prefer
a Muslim candidate to a Christian
one, even if the latter is more competent.

Scores of independent Christian
candidates are running for seats in
Egypt’s parliamentary elections,
the first phase of which will start
October 18th. Christian candidates
are also running as part of political
party lists, including the one of the
Salafist al-Nour.
Nevertheless, Christian candidates are afraid their religious affiliation will be a stumbling block
in the predominantly Muslim country. Christians make up about 10%
of Egypt’s population of 90 million
and Christian political representation in elected bodies has always
been weak.
“We do not have a Christian political elite that has been formed as
a natural product of this country’s
political life,” said activist Sameh
Fawzi. “Christian politicians are on
the political stage only because the
state wants them to be present.”
To make up for this lack of representation, Egypt imposed a quota on Christian representation in
elected bodies. An article, in almost
all Egyptian constitutions since the
1960s, gives the president the right
to appoint a certain number of parliament members and the country’s
presidents have always opted to appoint Christians.
The current constitution gives
the president the right to appoint 32
parliament members. Egypt’s election law itself makes it necessary
for the 120 candidates fielded by
every political party to include 24
Christian candidates. This means
that the next parliament will necessarily include 24 Christian members at least, apart from the Christians the president might appoint.
Fawzi says, however, this is not a
problem of the quota specified for

How will Christian candidates fare? Egyptians during a campaign
meeting of the main “For The Love of Egypt” coalition ahead of
the parliamentary elections in the city of Qena.
Christians in party lists but of the
challenges that will face independent Christian candidates.
He was a member of parliament
under former president Hosni
Mubarak. But he says he would
never have made it to the legislature had he not been appointed by
Mubarak.
“Independent Christian candidates face a large number of problems and most of them are related
to their faith, money and family
ties,” he said. “Christian candidates
hardly win in the constituencies
where there is a majority of Christian residents because the elections
usually turn in these constituencies
into religious rivalry between Muslims and Christians there.”
Banners and posters with

Bekheit’s name on them are posted along the streets of Ain Shams,
where almost 35% of residents are
Christian. He has a plan to revolutionise government services in the
constituency, improve the local environment and also suggests new
projects that can create jobs for
youths.
“More important still, an MP is
someone who suggests legislation,”
he said. “We have a load of laws
that need to be made.”
Still, he has the tough mission to
convince his constituents that he is
as competent as his Muslim rivals
and deserves one of the three seats
specified for his constituency. And
the general Egyptian voting public
still needs to go a long way to put
religion aside when judging any-

body for public office.
Anti-Christian propaganda is
also at its strongest coming from
religious radicals, including the
Salafists, who say a non-Muslim is
not fit enough to represent Muslims. Some Muslims seem to be
strongly affected by this rhetoric.
“Why should I vote for a Christian candidate?” Hind Ali, a retired
civil servant, said. “A Muslim candidate is more aware of the needs of
his Muslim constituents.”
Egypt’s Muslims have always
been for the most part tolerant of
their Christian compatriots but
when it comes to selecting a representative in parliament, a doctor
for examination or even a supermarket to buy from, religion often
is a deciding factor, especially if
there is a Muslim alternative. Some
Salafist preachers even encourage
this trend.
However, some Egyptians, including civil servant Ayman Kamal,
say they do not have a problem with
voting for a Christian candidate as
long as the person is fit for the job.
“This is not about religion but
about who will serve his/her constituents best,” Kamal, 32, said.
But this does nothing to raise
Bekheit’s morale. He says failure by
Christian candidates to win seats
in parliament through the votes of
their Muslim constituents will force
Christians in general into isolation.
“Christians have abstained from
political participation for years,” he
said. “If they fail in these elections,
they will maintain their political
boycott for years to come.”
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab
Weekly.
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Who is who in Egypt’s parliament polls
Amr Emam

Cairo

M

illions of Egyptians
are expected to head
to the polls on October 18th and 19th for
Phase I of parliamentary elections to decide the makeup of what is billed as their country’s “most important” legislature.
The vote is the third and final
move on Egypt’s transitional road
map, which was approved by political forces, religious institutions and
the military upon the overthrow of
Islamist president Muhammad Morsi in July 2013.
More than 105 liberal, leftist, secular and Salafist parties will be competing for the 120 seats specified
for party lists in both phases of the
polls. Independent candidates will
be contesting 448 seats in the 600seat legislature. The president is to
appoint the remaining 32 members
of parliament.
“The polls are important because
the next parliament will have to
turn the articles of the 2014 Constitution into laws,” activist Shahenda
Meqlid said. She called the next
parliament the “most important” in
Egyptian history.
“It is so because it will also partner with the government in ruling
this country,” she noted.

Al-Nour has
submitted one of six
party and coalition
lists contesting the
120 seats specified
for political parties.
Some 5,424 independent candidates have filed to run in 226 constituencies in both phases. That
includes 2,573 candidates who will
contest 226 seats in Phase I. Political
parties and political party coalitions
have submitted six lists, with a total of 720 candidates, to run for 120
seats specified for them.
Phase II of the polls is scheduled
for Egypt’s other 13 provinces on
November 22nd and 23rd. The re-

maining 2,851 candidates will contest the other 222 seats.
About 50 million Egyptians have
the right to vote in both phases,
according to the independent Elections Commission.
The parliament bloc with the largest number of seats has the right to
form the government. It also has the
right to withdraw confidence from
the president, according to the constitution.

The vote is the third
and final move on
Egypt’s transitional
road map.
Private media allied with President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi have been
warning voters against selecting the
“wrong” representatives for parliament. By this, it is probably referring to candidates opposed to Sisi
and who may impede his government.
This group and the government
shudder at the prospect of the Muslim Brotherhood coming back to
power through parliament. This is,
however, unrealistic, given that almost all Brotherhood leaders and
members are either in jail or in hiding.
According to leftist politician
Hussein Abdel-Razik, the next parliament will be mainly made up of
independent candidates backing
Sisi. “I do not think the Brotherhood have a strong chance to be
present in this parliament,” he said.
Despite this, Abdel-Razik said
he expected al-Nour — the largest
Salafist party — to win enough seats
that will enable it to affect decisionmaking.
Al-Nour has submitted one of six
party and coalition lists contesting
the 120 seats specified for political parties. The political arm of the
Salafist Call, which lobbies for an
application of Islamic law, al-Nour
has also fielded hundreds of candidates as independents to contest
the 448 seats specified for independents.
The party, according to senior
member Shabaan Abdel Aleem,
aims to win 25% of the seats of parliament to act as a balancing power

in the legislature.
The party is, however, viewed
with suspicion, partly because of its
strict Islamist ideology and partly
because it used to be allied with the
Muslim Brotherhood.
Competing against al-Nour for
the 120 seats are five party coalition
lists, including the “For the Love of
Egypt” list, which is made up of ten
political parties, among them alWafd, the oldest liberal party, and
Egyptian Liberals, the largest liberal
party.
The “For the Love of Egypt” list
contains three former ministers,
retired army generals and members
of the ruling party of former autocratic president Hosni Mubarak.
List spokesmen say they want to
win a majority of seats in the next
parliament and offer public backing
for Sisi.
There are also rumours that this is
the list most preferred by Sisi himself, although the president said
previously that he is backing no
one.

Some 5,424

independent candidates
have filed to run in 226
constituencies in both
phases.

Another party list includes the
National Front list, which is formed
by about 50 political parties, including the Patriotic Movement Party
of former presidential candidate
Ahmed Shafiq.
The Republican Coalition list is
formed by a group of secular and
liberal parties that call for separating religion from politics, fighting
discrimination and ushering in an
economic system that protects all
social classes. The coalition says if
it wins enough seats in parliament,
it will lobby for upgrading Egypt’s
health care system, creating jobs
and improving education.
The Current of Independence
coalition, which is made by 30 marginal secular and leftist political
parties, backs Sisi and speaks loudly
against political Islam.

Election poster of legislative candidate Ahmad Eid.
Analysts say that the majority of
seats are specified for independent
candidates means that no party will
have enough seats in parliament to
form the next government.
“This is a huge problem in fact,”
Samir Ghattas, the head of local
think-tank Middle East Forum for
Strategic Studies, said. “We will end
up having a fragmented parliamentary structure incapable of either
passing laws or forming a government.”
The more than 5,000 independent candidates include fresh-faced
politicians, Islamists affiliated with

some of the Salafist parties and
members of Mubarak’s party.
Some of Mubarak’s formerly
ruling National Democratic Party
members are running as part of the
party lists. A large number of the
party’s members are registered as
independents.
Ghattas said he expects Mubarak’s
loyalists to dominate as much as
50% of the seats of parliament.
“They [Mubarak’s party members] are competing over all parliament seats,” he said. “I think they
will be present in the next parliament and very strongly.”

Salafists’ ambitions cause fear in Egypt
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

F

ear is rife across Egypt’s
political spectrum that
Salafists winning a large
number of seats in parliamentary elections would
lead to endless political unrest.
Al-Nour, the largest Salafist party
in Egypt, is actively campaigning
ahead of the elections, holding
street rallies and assigning its candidates to communicate directly
with voters in their constituencies
across Egypt.
The party, the political arm of
the Salafist Call, which lobbies for
applying Islamic law, competes for
seats in two of the four constituencies specified for political parties,
with 120 parliament seats allocated
for these parties.
It also competes for 169 seats of
the 448 specified for independent
candidates, according to Younes
Makhyoun, the chairman of the
party.
“We communicate with voters
by holding rallies on the streets,
not ones in closed hotel rooms,”
Makhyoun said. “Ours is a political
party that is close to the man on the
street.”
Perhaps this is what fills Egypt’s
liberals, secular politicians and a
sizeable portion in the wider public with fear. These people still remember the Muslim Brotherhood,
a similar Islamist organisation that
rose to power after the downfall

of longstanding president Hosni
Mubarak in 2011 and gave Egypt
Muhammad Morsi, the country’s
first Islamist president in June
2012.
Morsi failed, however, to make
good on a promise of improving
the living conditions of Egyptians.
He even tried to monopolise decision-making by issuing at the end
of 2012 a presidential decree that
exempted him from judicial oversight.
No sooner had Morsi completed
his first year in office than millions
of people took to the streets to demand his ouster, opening the door
for an endless cycle of violence attributed by the government to the
Brotherhood and its members.

“Like the Brotherhood, the
Salafists like to use religion to make
political gains,” Youssri al-Ezbawi,
a researcher from local think-tank
Al-Ahram Centre for Political and
Strategic Studies, said. “They are
ready to turn violent, too.”
Egypt’s Salafists made their political debut soon after Mubarak’s
downfall by allying themselves
with the Muslim Brotherhood.
They shocked the public in 2011
when they called for demolishing
ancient statues and Pharaohs-built
monuments across Egypt, claiming that the monuments deflected
Muslims’ attention from worship.
When the edict made the public angry, the Salafists said statue
faces can be covered with wax in-

Egyptian Salafist women wave Al-Nour party flags during a
campaign party rally, on October 6th.

stead.
The Salafists’ contempt for nonMuslims was manifest in almost
everything they did. They asked
Muslims not to congratulate Christians on their religious occasions.
Another time, they said no nonMuslim is fit to represent Muslims
or hold high offices.
Makhyoun was reported on October 12th to have said that his
party would not have included
Christian candidates in its election
lists had that not been stipulated
in election law.
The Salafists do not seem to respect women, either. Al-Nour does
not allow female candidates to uncover their faces, even when they
address the public.
But the same Salafists backed
the ouster by the Egyptian Army
of Morsi and were reported to have
campaigned for Abdel Fattah alSisi, the former army chief who
became Egypt’s president in June
2014.
Sisi always invites a representative of al-Nour Party to his meetings with political party figures.
Amid reports that as he cracks
down on the Muslim Brotherhood,
Sisi does not want to be accused of
working to cleanse his country of
Islamists altogether.
Ezbawi said some of Egypt’s
Salafists are jihadists, meaning
that they believe in violence as a
means of effecting change.
Al-Nour says it has set a goal of
winning 25% of the seats of the
next parliament.
“We just want to act as a balanc-

ing power in parliament for the best
interests of our country,” Shaaban
Abdel-Aleem, a senior member of
al-Nour Party, said.
And to win one-quarter of the
parliament seats, al-Nour does
everything to win the hearts of the
voters. It uses some of the nation’s
well-known preachers who tell
voters that voting for al-Nour candidates is a religious duty. It is also
reported to be distributing free
food and medicine to convince the
poor to vote for it.
Al-Nour is especially popular
in southern Egypt and in the Nile
Delta, where its religion-coloured
rhetoric finds supporters. In urban
centres, however, the Salafists do
not find as much support.
“There is no difference between
the Salafists and the Brotherhood,”
said Emad Abul Einin, a 35-yearold civil servant and a resident of
Cairo. “Like the Brotherhood, they
will seek to manipulate our country’s politics and turn violent at
any time.”
Nevertheless, former jihadistturned expert on Islamist movements Nageh Ibrahim says marginalising Islamists altogether can
open the door for violence.
“There is widespread incitement
against the Salafists and there
seems to be a desire to keep these
people out of decision-making circles altogether,” Ibrahim said. “But
I have to say that this can open the
door for violence.”
Hassan Abdel Zaher is an Egyptian
journalist based in Cairo.
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Erdogan’s complicated calculus
Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

F

ollowing years of questions about a fundamental axis shift by Turkey
away from its traditional
anchors in the West, Russia’s involvement in the Syrian war
is pushing Ankara back towards its
old allies in Europe and NATO.
In recent years, Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan has been
known for his harsh criticism of the
European Union and for his public musings about Turkey one day
joining the Asian “Shanghai Five”
organisation, which is dominated
by Russia and China. But lately, Erdogan has condemned Moscow’s involvement in Syria while sounding
positive about the European Union
and seeking the solidarity of NATO.
Erdogan’s shift, coupled with
recognition by the European Union that Europe needs Turkey to
deal with the refugee crisis, has
opened new opportunities to revive
dormant ties between Ankara and
Brussels. Erdogan met EU leaders
in Brussels on October 5th, his first
visit to the European Union since
becoming president more than a
year ago. Both sides agreed to have
further talks about the refugee issue
and moving Turkey’s comatose bid
for EU membership forward.

Turkey’s move is
driven by the shock
wave of Russia’s
intervention in
neighbouring Syria.
Critics of the Turkish government
say Erdogan has been directing the
country’s focus away from the West
and towards the Islamic world. Turkey has been an EU candidate country since 2005 but has made little
headway towards membership.
Following his early October visit to
Brussels, Erdogan said he asked the
European Union to open new avenues in the membership talks.

Analysts say the new opening
towards the European Union is dictated by tactical interests and does
not necessarily mark a return to Erdogan’s reform agenda that shaped
Turkish policies in the early 2000s.
“It’s a marriage of convenience,”
said Dimitrios Triantaphyllou, an
EU expert at Kadir Has University
in Istanbul. “It will last until it becomes inconvenient.”
Turkey’s move is driven by the
shock wave of Russia’s intervention
in neighbouring Syria. The Kremlin’s decision to lend direct military
support to Syrian President Bashar
Assad in his fight against a multitude of insurgents runs counter to
Turkish interests in the war-torn
country.
A Turkish government official,
speaking on condition of anonymity, said Turkey could no longer handle the Syrian crisis alone. He called
on the European Union, NATO and
the West in general to “take responsibility”.
Russia’s action in Syria could keep
Assad in power for some time to
come while Turkey calls for the Syrian leader’s resignation. Air strikes
by Russian war planes south of the
Turkish-Syrian border have hit positions of rebel groups that are supported by Turkey, violating Turkish
airspace on at least two occasions.
Ankara is concerned that any
change in the military balance in
north-western Syria brought about
by Russia’s intervention could send
a new wave of refugees to Turkey.
Deputy Prime Minister Numan Kurtulmus said more than 1 million Syrians could arrive in that case, adding
to the 2 million already in Turkey.
Erdogan has few options to counter Russia’s actions, says Behlul Ozkan, a political scientist at Istanbul’s
Marmara University. “Turkey can
do almost nothing,” Ozkan said. As
a global power, Russia has demonstrated the limits of Turkey’s capabilities as a mere regional player, he
said.
With Russia’s military on the
move south of the Turkish border
and the risk of an unintentional
confrontation between Turkish and

Shifting back. European Commission President Jean-Claude Juncker welcomes Turkey’s President
Tayyip Erdogan in Brussels, on October 5, 2015.
Russian warplanes in the border
region, Turkey has been seeking
NATO protection.
“The violation of Turkey’s airspace is a violation of NATO’s airspace,” Erdogan said during his visit
to Japan. NATO Secretary-General
Jens Stoltenberg said the alliance
was ready to send troops to Turkey.
“NATO is ready and able to defend
all allies, including Turkey, against
any threat,” Stoltenberg said October 8th.
Erdogan hinted that Turkey could
take economic steps against Russia,
a major trading partner. Turkey’s
dependence on Russian natural gas
did not mean the country did not
have other options, Erdogan said
while travelling to Japan. “If need
be, Turkey can get natural gas from
other places,” he said.
Referring to a multi-billion-dollar

contract with Russian companies to
build Turkey’s first nuclear power
station, Erdogan added that there
were other possible suppliers for
that project as well. “To lose Turkey
would be a serious loss for Russia,”
the president warned.
He said he was disappointed with
Russian President Vladimir Putin,
who hosted Erdogan for talks in
Moscow in September. “The airspace violations [happened] after
our talks,” Erdogan said. “It doesn’t
make sense for me to call [Putin]
again under these circumstances.
Of course I am upset about what
happened.”
While criticising Russia and Putin, Erdogan praised EU Commission Chief Jean-Claude Juncker, EU
President Donald Tusk and President of the EU Parliament Martin
Schulz who met the Turkish leader

in Brussels. “They displayed a much
more positive stance than in our
previous talks,” Erdogan said.
Several EU leaders, including
German Chancellor Angela Merkel,
have stated opposition to allowing
Turkey join the European Union but
Erdogan said Juncker had told him
that Turkey’s EU process should be
sped up.
The European Union needs Turkey’s cooperation to stem the flow
of hundreds of thousands of Syrian
refugees headed towards Europe,
many of whom travel to EU territory via Turkey. An EU action plan
calls for building additional refugee camps in Turkey but the government in Ankara says there is no
agreement on the plan yet.
Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly
contributor in Istanbul.

Risks and opportunities for the West
Joshua W. Walker

Istanbul

R

ussia’s dramatic entrance
into Syria has clearly
made the region uneasy
and nowhere has this unease been more directly
felt than in Turkey.
NATO Secretary-General Anders
Fogh Rasmussen declared that Russia’s violation of Turkey’s air space
was no accident, despite Moscow’s
claims to the contrary. Turkish
President Recep Tayipp Erdogan
warned Russian President Vladimir
Putin of the cost of losing Turkey as
a friend.
The sudden chill in RussianTurkish relations is surprising given
the previously warm ties between
Putin and Erdogan, which led to
comparisons of the two as heirs
to the former Tsarist and Ottoman
empires. Russia provides more than
half of Turkey’s natural gas needs
and is financing its nuclear energy
programme. Rather than keeping
their disagreements over Syria private, as Ankara and Moscow had
been doing for the last four years,
Putin’s military actions flagrantly
insulted Erdogan.
The removal of Syrian President
Bashar Assad has been a personal
mission of Erdogan’s, even though
prior to the Syrian civil war the two
leaders had a good relationship.
However, there is realistically little that Turkey can do in response
to Russia’s military intervention in
support of Assad other than to complain. Russian-Turkish tensions

further complicate a tense regional
situation and makes it a potentially
global crisis given the possibility of
Russian conflict with a NATO member.
Russia’s initial entry into the Syrian civil war in many ways began
similarly to Turkey’s military involvement over the summer: Both
countries claim they are combating the Islamic State (ISIS) but in
fact Ankara has attacked its mortal
enemies of the Kurdish Workers’
Party (PKK) and Moscow has targeted moderate Sunni rebels that
the United States and Turkey have
been supporting.
Unlike Erdogan, who must answer to domestic political forces
that will determine the future of
his Justice and Development Party
(AKP) in November 1st elections,
Putin is free to meddle in Syria.
Propping up Assad with direct air
strikes and an army of Russian
“volunteers,” Putin can distract attention from Ukraine and the failing Russian economy in a way that
Erdogan could only dream of. Similar to Iran’s strategy in Syria, Russia
is not counting on Assad winning,
just ensuring he doesn’t lose.

Putin’s military
actions flagrantly
insulted Erdogan.
US President Barack Obama’s unwillingness to be dragged into Syria
creates the impression that Putin’s
decisive actions are part of a longerterm strategy. This may be wishful
thinking. Rather, Moscow’s intervention simply signals a new phase

Sphere of influence. The Russian Navy’s landing ship
Novocherkassk sails in the Bosphorus, with the Ottoman-era
Topkapi Palace in the background, on October 8, 2015.
of attrition in the Syrian civil war
that has already lasted more than
four years without a clear winner.
In the absence of a unified Arab
or European response to the Syria
crisis, the imperial legacies of the
Persians, Russians and Turks loom
large over the conflict — with the
notable shadow of the United States
present. Turkey appears to have the
most to lose, having absorbed more
than 2 million Syrian refugees. In
the absence of no-fly or safe zones
in Syria, more refugees are likely to
be on the way.
Turkey’s Kurdish problems have
been exacerbated by tensions with
the United States over how to best
utilise Kurdish ground forces in
Syria. The extent to which Turkey’s
four-decade long struggle with the
PKK has overshadowed the progress made for Kurds in Turkey
and is creating a cycle of violence

within the country has been underappreciated by Washington. While
the Pentagon bemoans the loss of
power of its Turkish military counterparts, who have been effectively
neutered by Erdogan, the US State
Department has tried to balance
competing interests and areas of
mutual cooperation with Ankara.
Prior to the “Arab spring”, Turkey
was seen as a rare Muslim-majority
democracy that could potentially
serve as a model. But, today, the
state of affairs has made a state visit
to Washington by Erdogan seem
unlikely.
Rather than finding a unified regional response, Ankara’s serious
problems with Baghdad, Cairo and
Jerusalem have left its former goal
of finding “regional solutions to regional problems” seem far-fetched
and naïve. The historic Iran nuclear
agreement, which may lead to Teh-

ran being welcomed back into the
international community, also has
undermined Turkey’s regional ambitions.
The extent to which Turkey’s
problems are blamed singularly
on Erdogan have made Western
leaders more hesitant to embrace
their traditional NATO ally. While
it would be a mistake to not forcefully defend Turkey’s democracy,
freedom of the press and individual
rights, which have suffered in recent years, it would be equally misguided to not seize the opportunity
to defend Ankara against a newly
emboldened Moscow.
The West should fully embrace
Turkey, not just through security
guarantees but through a more active commercial diplomacy and
economic agenda ahead of upcoming Group of 20 summit in Turkey.
The revival of Russia’s “sphere
of influence” in Syria — a narrative
that dominated the Middle East
during the Cold War — is the first
ripple caused by Putin and should
deeply concern US officials.
Can Washington turn the dispute
between Ankara and Moscow into
an opportunity to develop a coherent Syria strategy? The odds are slim
but now more than ever the United
States must be aware of these cross
purposes and factor them into its
broader regional calculations.
Joshua W. Walker (@drjwalk) is a
non-resident transatlantic fellow at
the German Marshall Fund of the
United States and a former senior
adviser at the US Department of
State, working extensively on
Turkey.
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Iran ignores UN ban, tests
new ballistic missile
James Bruce

Beirut

I

ran has test-fired a new longrange ballistic missile in defiance of a UN ban in what appears to be a concentrated
drive to improve the accuracy
of its growing arsenal, a development that must dismay Israel which
has threatened pre-emptive strikes
against the Islamic Republic’s nuclear facilities.
Iran’s parliament, on the same
day, approved an outline of a bill
giving the regime the power to
withdraw from the landmark July
14th nuclear agreement with USled global powers if crippling economic sanction against Tehran are
not lifted.
It is not clear what impact the bill
may eventually have on the nuclear
accord. But Iranian Defence Minister Hossein Dehghan declared after
the October 11th test of the Emad
(Pillar) missile: “We don’t ask permission from anyone to strengthen
our defence and missile capabilities.”
The Iranian Defence Ministry
said testing of the Emad, which it
said is the Islamic Republic’s first
precision-guided, long-range missile, was successful. “This greatly
increases Iran’s strategic deterrence
capability,” Dehghan declared.
There was no independent verification of the test, although it
was probably monitored by US spy
satellites and possibly Israeli ones
as well. Iranian state news agency
IRNA said Emad is Iran’s first precision-guided missile with the range
to reach Israel.
If the project is successful, it
could dramatically improve Tehran’s military capabilities by allowing Iran to target strategic targets in
Israel.

Up to now, the Iranians have not
had the technology to hit individual military targets in Israel, only
to threaten large areas, such as the
cities of Tel Aviv and Haifa, with
the long-range missiles that are the
country’s primary strategic weapons. This has severely limited Tehran’s military effectiveness.
Dehghan said the Emad can be
controlled up to the moment of impact and is able to hit targets “with
great precision”.
If the Emad programme is successfully completed, it would significantly alter the strategic equation
as any pre-emptive strike by the
Jewish state could be countered by
an Iranian attack with missiles capable of inflicting far greater damage than before.

Iran’s ballistic
missile arsenal
remains largely
untouched by the
nuclear deal.
Tehran has released few details
of the Emad. But Anthony Cordesman, a military specialist with the
Center for Strategic and International Studies in Washington, has
said the Emad is a variant of Iran’s
Shahab-3 medium-range ballistic
missile, which is the backbone of
Tehran’s missile armoury.
Cordesman said the liquidfuelled Emad carries a manoeuvring re-entry vehicle “to improve
accuracy and complicate missile
defence” and should be accurate to
within 500 metres of its intended
target. It has a range of 1,700 kilometres and can carry a 750-kg warhead. Cordesman estimated the
system is scheduled for operational
deployment after 2016.
In August, Iran unveiled its
Fateh-313 medium-range ballistic missile, which IHS Jane’s De-

fence Weekly reported carried an
advanced guidance system which
gives it greater precision, although
its payload was probably reduced to
accommodate it.
It has a range of 500 km, enough
to reach most major targets in the
Arab powers of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), led by Saudi
Arabia.
The Islamic Republic boasts “the
largest and most diverse ballistic
missile arsenal in the Middle East”,
according to Michael Elleman, a
missile expert with the International Institute for Strategic Studies
in London. But he estimates it will
take Iran “many years… and dozens
of flight tests” to master the new
guidance technology.
Despite Western efforts to include
limits on Iran’s missile programme,
the July 14th deal had no such stipulations. However, the UN Security
Council has decreed that foreign
powers cannot aid Iran in its missile development programme, a ban
that stays in place under the accord.
The United Nations also prohibits
Iran from undertaking any activity related to ballistic missiles that
could produce a nuclear warhead.
That applies to the Emad programme. The October 11th launch
was the first such test of a ballistic
system since the Security Council
endorsed the July 14th agreement
in Resolution 2231, which called on
Tehran not to undertake any activity related to developing ballistic
missiles capable of carrying nuclear
warheads.
So to a large extent, Iran’s ballistic missile arsenal remains largely
untouched by the nuclear deal and
could well grow even larger and
deadlier despite the continuance of
a UN ban on selling missile technology to Tehran.
All this sends shivers of concern
through the Arab monarchies of the
Gulf, which are the most vulner-

Picture released on October 11, 2015, by the Iranian Defence
Ministry showing the launch of Emad missile during tests at an
undisclosed location in Iran.
able to any Iranian aggression and
are currently locked in an escalating confrontation with the Islamic

Republic at a time when the United
States is scaling down its military
presence in the region.

Khomeini’s grandson tests Iran’s political waters
Ali Alfoneh

Washington

A

s Iran’s fractious political elites prepare for the
February 25, 2016, elections for parliament and
the Assembly of Experts,
the clerical body that selects the
supreme leader, there is growing
speculation that Hassan Khomeini,
grandson of the founder of the Islamic Republic, will run for a seat
on the 82-member assembly.
If he is successful, that is being
seen in some quarters as a precursor
to running for supreme leader, the
position his grandfather, Ayatollah
Ruhollah Khomeini, created when
the Islamic revolution overthrew

the monarchy in 1979.
The younger Khomeini gave credence to the speculation when he
addressed reformist political activists visiting his grandfather’s mausoleum outside Tehran on August
28th.
“‘I’m not saying you should not
accept any responsibility in the Islamic Republic. If necessary, do anything… but if there are others, let
them do the job’,” Hassan Khomeini quoted his grandfather as telling
his father.
“If one day it’s necessary for me
to do something, it would be wrong
of me not to take the responsibility upon my shoulders,” Hassan
Khomeini said.
In the Iranian media, Hassan
Khomeini’s statements were widely interpreted as showing his readi-

Iran’s Ayatollah Ali Khamenei next to Hassan Khomeini (R), in
Tehran, on June 4, 2015.

ness to run for the assembly, answering the call of former president
Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, who
upon declaring his own candidacy
for the assembly in August, invited
“all those who consider themselves
righteous” to join the race.
Against this backdrop, the Iran
Labour News Agency proclaimed
on August 4th that the triumvirate
of Hassan Khomeini, Rafsanjani
and President Hassan Rohani is the
most dynamic force in Iranian politics.
Clearly, Rafsanjani and Rohani
supporters are already imagining a
new Khomeini to succeed Supreme
Leader Ali Khamenei, who was
elected after Ruhollah Khomeini’s
death in 1989.
However, as he enters the fierce
arena of Iranian politics, Hassan
Khomeini, 42, would be wise to
study the fate of his father, Ahmad,
who was offered a similar proposition by Rafsanjani but perished under mysterious circumstances aged
49.
He died suddenly on March 16,
1995, allegedly of a heart attack.
But Saeed Emami, deputy head of
the Intelligence Ministry who was
arrested as the main culprit in the
systematic elimination of dissident
Iranian intellectuals in the 1990s,
confessed he had assassinated Ahmad Khomeini. Ahmad’s importance was not so much in his talent
for politics as in his position as his
father’s gatekeeper: No one could
access the guiding light of the revolution without his permission.
Amid the revolutionary turmoil
of 1979, Rafsanjani soon realised
Ahmad Khomeini’s importance and
began tempting him with positions
such as general secretary of the Is-

lamic Republican Party, which Rafsanjani directed.
Rafsanjani even persuaded Ahmad to run for president against
the secular Abolhassan Bani-Sadr,
the main candidate. On both occasions Ruhollah Khomeini expressly
forbade his son to accept political
or executive responsibilities.

Hassan Khomeini’s
statements were
widely interpreted
as showing his
readiness to run for
the assembly.
The elder Khomeini believed
that so long as his clan kept free
of such involvement, it would be
above factional disputes and unlikely to be held responsible for the
failure of the executive branch in
delivering on promises made to the
Iranian people.
Accepting executive responsibility would mean being asked why
God’s “Republic on Earth” has
unemployment, a rickety public
health service and, long after the
1980-88 war with Iraq, meat rationing.
Rafsanjani’s scheme seems to
have worked. Throughout the
1980s Ahmad Khomeini helped
him systematically destroy his
political rivals by simply denying
them access to his ageing father.
In return, Rafsanjani may well
have promised Ahmad the mantle of leadership after the revolutionary patriarch died. But when
it came to the crunch, Rafsanjani
supported the seemingly weaker
Ali Khamenei as successor in 1989.
To the world at large, Ahmad

Khomeini welcomed Khamenei’s
leadership but he was plotting revenge.
After Saddam Hussein invaded
Kuwait on August 2, 1990, Rafsanjani was in daily contact with Washington seeking to extract concessions in return for Iran’s neutrality
in the war. Ahmad Khomeini taped
those conversations and produced
them at a Supreme National Security Council meeting as proof Rafsanjani was “an American agent”.
There was even a report that a
group of Ahmad Khomeini loyalists
within the Islamic Revolutionary
Guards Corps (IRGC) seized control
of a missile battery in southern Iran
seeking to target US military forces
in Saudi Arabia to start a war that
could help Khomeini’s son seize
power in Tehran. The plot was
foiled by Mohsen Rezaei, then the
IRGC commander.
Ahmad disclosed that his father
had been against continuing the
war with Iraq after Iranians liberated the south-western city of
Khorramshahr in 1982. The war, he
implied, only continued because
Rafsanjani and others wanted to
consolidate their power.
A few days before his mysterious death, Ahmad Khomeini accused the regime of betraying the
ideals of his revered father. Hassan
Khomeini may well enjoy Rafsanjani’s support in running for the Assembly of Experts but his father’s
fate no doubt weighs heavily on his
mind.
Ali Alfoneh is a specialist on Iran
and the Islamic Revolutionary
Guards Corps. He is a senior fellow
at the Foundation for Defense of
Democracies in Washington.
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Niqab debate at the heart of
Canada’s election campaign
Abdulrahman al-Masri

Ottawa

T

he niqab — the face-covering garment worn by
many Muslim women —
has become an issue in
Canada’s upcoming elections. Some promote the garment
as a sign of oppression, while others see it as a matter of freedom of
expression and religion.
Canadian Prime Minister Stephen
Harper, the Conservative Party
leader, has drawn the issue of the
niqab into his campaign. He promised to implement a ban on federal
civil servants wearing niqabs or
burkas if his government is re-elected in the October 19th election.
Harper also said he would create
a “barbaric cultural practices hotline”, a police tip line that has been
described by Harper’s critics as a
fear-mongering and divisive tactic.

82%

of Canadians asked
said they favoured
the ban somewhat
or strongly, with
15% opposed.
Harper said he wants to follow
what the provincial government of
Quebec has implemented through
Bill 94, which requires women
working with the public sector to
remove their face coverings.
“The ban is illegal,” said Raja
Khouri, president of the Canadian
Arab Institute and a commissioner
with the Ontario Human Rights
Commission. “The human rights
laws in this country and the Charter

of Rights and Freedoms offer protection for religious observers.”
The niqab debate has been active in Quebec for some time but it
is a relatively new issue for the rest
of Canada. In 2011, Jason Kenney,
then citizenship and immigration
minister, issued a policy that required Muslim women to remove
face veils while taking the oath at
citizenship ceremonies.
The issue gained national attention in 2014 when 29-year-old
Mississauga resident Zunera Ishaq
challenged the regulation and refused to take her niqab off during
her citizenship oath.
Ishaq won a legal battle against
the Conservative government in
2015. The Federal Court ruled the
ban of individuals’ face coverings
during the citizenship oath was unlawful.
Ishaq took her oath of citizenship on October 9th while wearing a niqab. In an interview with
CBC News she said that becoming
a Canadian citizen has confirmed
her belief in the justice system of
Canada. “I was feeling in the oath,
that definitely this is the country
to whom I have to be loyal,” Ishaq
said.
Ishaq, who arrived in Canada
from Pakistan in 2008, said no one
in her family wore the niqab or the
hijab and indicated that wearing
the veil was her personal choice.
As a new citizen, Ishaq will be able
to vote in the October 19th federal
election.
Opponents of the niqab argue
that women wearing them conceal
their identities and are oppressed
by their families. Many Muslim
women have said they would show
their faces to government officials
to verify identity but refuse the notion that the government should be
able to impose a specific dress code
on them.

“This is a trend. We’ve seen this
happening a lot in Europe. It’s still
there and now it is reaching us
here in North America,” said Monia
Mazigh, a Canadian writer and human rights advocate, who in a 2014
novel, Mirrors and Mirages, highlights the traditional clothes worn
by Muslim women.

dents. The universities hosted Islamist figures who state views, the
government alleges, that are contrary to British values.
“Schools, universities and colleges, more than anywhere else, have
a duty to protect impressionable
young minds and ensure that our
young people are given every opportunity to reach their potential,”
Cameron said.

tremists from radicalising students
on campus. It also tackles gender
segregation at events and provides
support to students deemed at risk
of radicalisation.
But the National Union of Students (NUS) said it will boycott the
guidelines, launching a “students
not suspects” campaign, which
was backed by the University and
College Union (UCU), criticising the
government for “intrusive” new
measures.
“With the government focusing
on ‘Islamic extremism’, the prospect of racial profiling and statesponsored Islamophobia is all the
worse. Black and Muslim students
are bearing the brunt of a reactionary, racist agenda while freedom
of speech across the board is curtailed. I believe this is a recipe for
‘extremism’, not a solution,” said

The New Democratic
Party (NDP) and the
Liberal Party, two
major federal
parties, oppose the
Conservative stance
on the niqab.
“It’s the consequence of the
whole international situation that
is not only about the niqab but it’s
about the demonisation of Muslims,” she added. “Stephen Harper
saw a political opportunity to do it.”
Results of a taxpayer-funded
poll suggest strong public support
for the Conservative stance on
the niqab during citizenship ceremonies. The poll, which Harper
ordered, indicated that 82% of Canadians asked said they favoured
the ban somewhat or strongly, with
15% opposed. Support for the policy was stronger in Quebec, where
93% stated they were in favour of
the requirement.
Considering that just 3.2% of the
population in Canada is Muslim and
very few women wear the niqab it is
striking that the issue has raised so
much controversy.
The New Democratic Party (NDP)
and the Liberal Party, two major
federal parties, oppose the Conservative stance on the niqab. NDP
leader Thomas Mulcair accused
Harper of playing “identity politics”, while Liberal leader Justin
Trudeau insisted that Harper was
trying to use the issue to “distract

Opposing the ban. NDP leader Thomas Mulcair speaks at a
campaign rally in London, Ontario, on October 4, 2015.
and deflect from his failures on the
economy”.
Khouri said the timing of the
election has “sensationalised” the
niqab issue, suggesting that it has
probably been discussed much
more than issues of greater importance, such as climate change and
the economy.
“It’s unfortunate that it has be-

come a political football,” said
Khouri. “It forces a group of Canadians who are Muslims or Arabs to
become defensive.”

NUS Vice-President Shelly Asquith.
British Minister for Universities
and Science Jo Johnson expressed
“disappointment” at the decision,
calling on all British universities to
abide by the “legal duty” that the
government has placed on universities.
“Universities represent an important arena for challenging extremist views,” he said in an open
letter to the NUS. “It is important
there can be active challenge and
debate on issues relating to counter
terrorism and provisions for academic freedom are part of the Prevent guidance.”
“It is my firm view that we all
have a role to play in challenging
extremist ideologies and protecting students on campus. Ultimately, the Prevent strategy is about
protecting people from radicalisation.”
With the government indicating that it intends to strengthen its
counter-extremist narrative and
the NUS showing no sign of backing down, university campuses are
likely to become a battleground
between the government and freedom of speech advocates.
The government’s new policy
looks beyond higher education,
however, specifically targeting madrassas — religious schools as well
as extracurricular classes affiliated
with local mosques that are run often with no government oversight.
“In some madrassas we’ve got
children being taught that they
shouldn’t mix with people of other
religions; being beaten; swallowing
conspiracy theories about Jewish
people. These children should be
having their minds opened, their
horizons broadened — not having
their heads filled with poison and
their hearts filled with hate,” Cam-

eron told the Conservative Party
conference.
While the Muslim Council of
Britain (MCB) — the largest umbrella group of Muslim associations in
the United Kingdom — largely welcomed the prime minister’s comments, it criticised targeting madrassas.

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

UK takes stronger stance on extremism at schools
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

B

“

e in no doubt: If you
are teaching intolerance we will shut you
down,” British Prime
Minister David Cameron said during the Conservative
Party conference.
With a renewed confidence after
a landslide election victory in May,
Cameron’s Conservative Party has
developed a new counterterrorism
approach, targeting non-violent
extremism as the “root cause” of
terrorism.
Cameron decried the “passive
tolerance” that has come to characterise British politics, saying that
the time has come to take a stand
on issues that politicians had tended to shy away from.
“For too long, we’ve been so
frightened of causing offence that
we haven’t looked hard enough at
what is going on in our communities,” Cameron said October 8th at
the party conference. “This… has
turned us into a less integrated
country. It’s put our children in
danger. It is unforgivable.”
His comments came after a government clampdown on education institutions in line with new
Prevent guidelines — the government’s flagship anti-radicalisation
strategy — including publicly naming four British universities for
hosting “extremist” speakers.
The universities named by the
government were Queen Mary
University, King’s College, SOAS
(School of Oriental and African
Studies) and Kingston University
— all London-based institutes with
a large contingent of Muslim stu-

In some madrassas
we’ve got children
being taught that
they shouldn’t mix
with people of other
religions.
The Prevent strategy, for the first
time, places legal requirements on
universities and colleges to stop ex-

The University of Westminster where London computer
programmer Mohammed Emwazi, identified as the Islamic State
executioner “Jihadi John”, is said to have studied.

Schools, universities
and colleges, more
than anywhere else,
have a duty to
protect
impressionable
young minds.
“We commend the prime minister for speaking up for a multicultural and multi-faith Britain and
we welcome his focus on what
more can be done to foster a nation
at ease with itself,” MCB said in a
statement.
“However we are concerned at
the prime minister’s targeting of
the supplementary schools. It is
neither Islamic, nor prevalent, in
madrassas to be isolationist or to
preach hate of other faiths,” the
group, which represents a number
of madrassas said, calling on the
government to substantiate its allegations with evidence.
“[But] we recognise that there
is room for improvement as many
of these establishments are underresourced, understaffed and are
often not properly trained and supported. In that regard, we welcome
the government’s interest to support them in these provisions,” the
statement added.
Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.

October 16, 2015

17

East West

News & Analysis

Outlines of a US Republican foreign policy
Amal Mudallali

T

he Republican Party’s
presidential field is dominated by populist candidates pushing extremist
policies with little sub-

stance.
Donald Trump has described his
foreign and military policy as: “I
will be so good at the military your
head will spin.” And his economic
plan? “I am going to fix it because I
am rich.” Ben Carson would oppose
a Muslim president because “Islamic beliefs are inconsistent with the
US Constitution”.
In the midst of this confusing and
disturbing exercise in dysfunctional presidential politics comes the
John Hay Initiative — named after
the US secretary of State at the turn
of the 20th century. The initiative
includes foreign policy experts trying to shape how Republicans talk
about global affairs. They present
their ideas in a new book, Choosing
to Lead: American Foreign Policy for
a Disordered World.

The Republican
Party’s presidential
field is dominated
by populist
candidates pushing
extremist policies
with little
substance.
They are giving Republican candidates what they say is a balanced
approach to foreign and security
policy that is “more assertive”
than US President Barack Obama’s
policies but “more restrained” than
that of former president George W.
Bush.

The initiative includes prominent former Republican voices
such as Eliot Cohen, one of the
founders of the group and a former
State Department official under
Bush. Cohen told the Wall Street
Journal: “Much of the foreign policy debate poses false and extreme
choices. There is a sensible middle ground between a minimalist
foreign policy of withdrawal and
a maximalist one of over-extension”.
An adviser to a prominent Republican candidate, who preferred
to remain unnamed, told The Arab
Weekly: “This [book] is great food
for thought and it will inform the
debate on national security and
influence the foreign policy of the
candidates.” But most importantly,
he said “it reflects a consensus in
the Republican party that the US
needs to be involved in the world”.
Iran figures prominently in the
book through a chapter written
by Michael Singh of the Washington Institute for Near East Policy.
Singh argues for a comprehensive
strategy for the Middle East “that
has been absent in recent years”.
Singh says the new administration will require an entirely new
Iran strategy that includes a “broad
policy review that assesses Iran’s
nuclear activities”, as well as its regional activities.
This strategy, according to Singh,
should penalise Iran for its destabilising regional activities, including
taking action against Iran’s proxies.
Countering Iran, he says, would be
“strengthened” if the United States
were to increase pressure on the
Assad regime in Syria.
Singh says the United States also
should strengthen its regional allies and improve coordination with
them. Singh concludes that “the
door should be left open should

Iran choose finally to undertake a
strategic shift — but the shift must
be Tehran’s and not Washington’s”.
Singh urges the next president
“not to consider the nuclear deal
in isolation”. The United States
should have “a comprehensive
strategy for the region and build
an international coalition to support that strategy”. The issue of
rebuilding America’s alliances is
a central theme of the initiative.
Elliott Abrams, an official in both
Bush administrations, writes that
the United States’ alliance network
in the Middle East “must be rebuilt
by the next president because Arabs, Israelis, Iranians, Turks all
doubt that it still exists”.
Abrams is intrigued by how under Obama the United States man-

aged to have “poor relations with
both the Arabs and the Israelis”.
For him, the “first order of business should be ending the mistrust
with our closest friend and most
valuable ally, Israel”.
He says the United States should
end its “obsession with construction of settlements in East Jerusalem” and replace it by the “kind
of quiet agreement reached by the
Bush administration and the Sharon government in Israel to limit
settlement growth and keep the
peace map intact”.
Abrams advocates for a new
“Track II” discussion between Arabs and Israel and says that “perhaps the 2002 Arab Peace Plan
could be discussed in official or
semi-official gatherings, to see if

there are any prospects for Arab
flexibility”.
Abrams says the Gulf Cooperation Council countries, Jordan and
Egypt want “a new American Middle East policy”. He called for reinvigorating “the Gulf Security Dialogue that the Bush administration
began”. But he warned that “oil
will not be a strong cement” for future relations with the Gulf states.
If a Republican wins the White
House in 2016 he or she no doubt
will listen to the advice of the
John Hay Initiative and many of
its members will likely end up in
high-level jobs.
Amal Mudallali is a Washington
correspondent for The Arab
Weekly.

Cameron looks to air strikes in
Syria despite Russia
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

W

ith Russia’s continuing air strikes
in Syria complicating an already complex conflict, British
Prime Minister David Cameron has
signalled that he intends to try to
secure parliamentary approval to
expand strikes against Islamic State
(ISIS) into Syria.
“Would I like to go further and
make sure Britain plays a part in
what is happening against ISIS in
Syria? Yes, I would. And I think it
would be the right thing for us to
do,” Cameron said in an October 6th
interview with BBC Radio 4’s Today
programme, without specifying a
schedule for a vote.
This was the strongest indication
that Cameron will look to build a
cross-parliamentary consensus to
secure a “yes” vote on air strikes in
Syria.

A vote to expand
British air strikes
against ISIS from
Iraq into Syria is a
political gamble for
Cameron.
Cameron has described Russia’s intervention in the country as
a “terrible mistake”, arguing that
Moscow’s support of Assad would
strengthen ISIS.
“They are backing the butcher Assad, which is a terrible mistake for
them and for the world. It’s going
to make the region more unstable,
it will lead to further radicalisation

and increased terrorism,” he told
the BBC on October 4th, the first
day of his Conservative Party’s annual conference.
“Russian support for him [Assad]
will drive the opposition in Syria
into the arms of ISIS, strengthening
the evil that Putin says he wants to
defeat,” Cameron said.
While Cameron has been adamant that Assad will not play a part
in Syria’s future, there has been talk
of a political transition that could
see him remain in power for weeks
or even months.
The United Kingdom’s aim of
seeking to target ISIS, but not Assad, has drawn criticism from some
analysts. “If you don’t intervene in
a major way against a regime like
Assad… they are not going to go
quietly. And there was a lot of wishful thinking [among UK policymakers],” said former Middle East policy
adviser to Downing Street Lieutenant-General Simon Mayall in an interview with the BBC’s Newsnight.
Senior ministers also indicated
that Cameron’s government, which
enjoys a parliamentary majority,
would look to go ahead with the anticipated vote, which could be the
first opportunity for the opposition
Labour Party’s new leader, Jeremy
Corbyn, to inflict a parliamentary
defeat on the Conservatives.
Speaking at the Conservative
Party conference, British Foreign
Secretary Philip Hammond said:
“I think there is a sense that there
is a beginning of consensus now in
parliament that this has to be dealt
with, that we have to take the fight
with ISIS to Raqqa in Syria, rather
than just attacking them in Iraq.”
He described Russia’s military intervention in Syria as “classic asymmetric warfare”, stressing that Moscow’s true aim was to prop up the

Assad regime, not target ISIS.
Hammond’s comments came after Defence Secretary Michael Fallon confirmed that the majority
of Russia’s air strikes in Syria had
Western-backed rebel groups, not
ISIS.
Fallon, speaking October 3rd, denied that the United Kingdom has
been outmanoeuvred by Russia’s
military intervention.

Russian support for
him [Assad] will
drive the opposition
in Syria into the
arms of ISIS.
A vote to expand British air
strikes against ISIS from Iraq into
Syria is a political gamble for Cameron, who lost a parliamentary
vote on the use of force against Assad in 2013. The Labour Party, led
by Corbyn, a former Stop the War
coalition head, has voted to oppose air strikes against ISIS in Syria
without a mandate from the United
Nations. But the Labour vote is not
binding on members of parliament,
who are split on the issue.
Cameron’s Conservative Party
enjoys a comfortable majority but
would likely need some crossbench support to pass a motion.
The government’s motion to join
US-led strikes in Syria in 2013 was
defeated in a 285-272 vote.
The Conservatives have sought
recently to portray Corbyn’s antiwar stance as a threat to national
security, with analysts viewing this
as a prelude to an attempt to secure
the backing of some Labour MPs.
Although Corbyn has said that
MPs must abide by Labour’s position, he has famously voted against
the party line more than 500 times

War from the ground. Britain’s Prime Minister David Cameron
meets 15-year-old refugee who lost a leg in the war in Syria, at the
Zaatri refugee camp near Amman in Jordan, in September.
during his time in parliament, with
many Labour MPs saying that the
new leader will face a difficult time
enforcing party discipline due to
his voting record.
Corbyn’s shadow chancellor,
John McDonnell, has indicated that
he could vote with the Conservatives in favour of the air strikes,

saying that MPs should “agree that
we can’t agree” on the issue.
“When you are sending people
to potential loss of life, I think it is
a conscience decision. It is a moral
decision. On Syria, my view is it
should be a free vote on the basis
of conscience,” he said during the
Labour Party conference.
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The economic cost
of Syrian refugees
in neighbouring
countries
Abdel-Rahman Ayas

Beirut

M

iddle Eastern countries have urged the
world to help them
deal with the massive influx of people
fleeing Syria’s conflict. The refugees
are exhausting resources in host
communities although some analysts say many Syrians are actually
boosting some economic sectors in
their new countries.
At the meeting of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and
the World Bank on October 9th in
Peru, a statement from a dozen
countries in the region said they
are facing heightened demands on
domestic resources from the influx
of refugees and internally displaced
populations.

“The Lebanese
economy has been
growing beyond
expectations over
the past two years,
with the World Bank
estimating 2.5%
growth.”
The statement was delivered
by the United Arab Emirates’ representative on behalf of Bahrain,
Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, the Maldives, Oman,
Qatar, Syria and Yemen. “We call
on the IMF to provide financing to
the affected countries on concessional terms to mitigate these costs
and to encourage more timely and
adequate support from the interna-

tional community,” the statement
said.
While it is difficult to derive exact figures about the effects of Syrian refugees in Lebanon, it is easy
to speculate, a banking source told
The Arab Weekly.
“Banking deposit growth has remained largely stable amid the Syrian turmoil but rose at an annualised
pace of about 6% to a record $151
billion in 2014, according to central
bank data. One can attribute much
of the rise to deposits fleeing Syrian
into Lebanon,” the source said.
There are tens of thousands of
self-supporting and wealthy families renting apartments in Beirut,
barely saving the sector, a tourism
source said, although they seem to
be spending cautiously on other
things. “Others are manual labourers, not included in refugee figures,” he said.
“The Lebanese economy has
been growing beyond expectations
over the past two years, with the
World Bank estimating 2.5% growth
in real terms this year, the highest
growth rate since 2010 in the country,” Massimiliano Cali and Samia
Sekkarie wrote in a paper for the
Washington-based Brookings Institution in September. The Lebanese
central bank estimates growth in
2015 year to be 0-1%.
Lebanon’s economy has been
crippled by a political crisis, which
has prevented its government from
having general elections, due in
2009, and stopped its parliament,
which extended its term twice into
a full four-year tenure, from electing a new president since Michel
Suleiman’s presidential tenure ended in 2014.
“This economic resilience in the
face of large inflows of refugees has

A Jordanian soldier carries a Syrian child refugee near the town of Ruwaished, 240 km east of Amman.
been the case for Jordan… and Turkey as well, with both economies
growing consistently throughout
the refugees’ inflow,” Cali and Sekkarie said.
Globally, the humanitarian response to the Syrian crisis is only
half funded and aid organisations are struggling to deliver programmes. Many Syrian refugees
have seen food support cut 50% in
2015 because of a lack of financing.
More than 4 million people have
fled Syria since the conflict erupted
in 2011. Jordan is estimated to host
1.4 million refugees, Lebanon 1.2
million and Turkey 2 million.
The United Nations and World
Bank said in Peru on October 10th
they would increase financing for
the Middle East and North Africa
to help countries deal with the millions of refugees and rebuild after
conflicts. They did not put a dollar
figure on the initiative but set up a
working group tasked with finalising the plans by February 2016.

Speaking after the UN and World
Bank announced plans to increase
lending to help the region deal with
the catastrophic spillover of conflicts in Syria and beyond, Lebanese
Finance Ministry Director-General
Alain Bifani said the aid should be
interest-free.

“This economic
resilience in the face
of large inflows of
refugees has been
the case for Jordan…
and Turkey as well.”
Bifani estimated the total cost at
more than $15 billion — one-third of
Lebanon’s gross domestic product.
He said the world should consider
taking in refugees a “global public
good” that must be paid for or else
host countries risk collapse.
Speaking at a UN summit on
September 25th after adoption of

sweeping new global development
goals, Lebanese Prime Minister
Tammam Salam said public infrastructure and hosting communities
have been stretched “to the limit”
while international assistance has
been steadily declining because of
so-called donor fatigue.
In the meantime, the Syrian refugees have decreased production
costs partly due to lower labour
costs in host countries, especially
Lebanon, Jordan and Turkey. “Syrian refugees are offering to work for
cheaper wages in unskilled jobs in
rural areas,” a source with an international aid agency said.
Although this is reported to have
increased unemployment and poverty rates among the Lebanese,
the source said the Syrians mostly
take jobs declined by the Lebanese.
“This is a major thing that cannot
be overlooked,” he said.
Abdel-Rahman Ayas is a
Beirut-based business writer.

Wary Western oilmen seek new deal in Iran
Gareth Smyth

London

J

.W. Williamson’s 1927 book In
a Persian Oil Field, subtitled
A Study in Scientific and Industrial Development, waxed
lyrical over the work of the
Anglo-Persian Oil Company. As well
as examining the company’s technical work, the book showcased
the housing, medical facilities and
vegetable bazaar provided by the
company for local workers, “many
of them simple nomads”. British
employees were largely segregated.
A preface by the Earl of Balfour
— he of the 1917 British declaration
backing a Jewish state in Palestine
— reflected the importance attached
by the London government to Anglo-Persian’s exclusive rights, derived from the 1901 D’Arcy concession, to exploit Iran’s oil reserves.
The terms that had been accepted
by the Qajar shah became a growing
source of contention for nationalists, as the British government famously received more in tax from
the oil company than the Iranian
government received in royalties.
The bitter taste lasted beyond nationalisation in the 1950s and the
1979 revolution and lingers today as
Iran gears up to entice Western energy majors back with international
sanctions set to ease following Tehran’s nuclear agreement with world
powers.
The September visit to Iran by
executives of BP, the successor to
Anglo-Persia, had a particular sensitivity in Iran. But BP is hardly alone.
Total, Eni and Shell will lead the

An Iranian oil worker at Tehran’s oil refinery, in Iran.
way as majors that had greater involvement in Iran before the United
States pressured them to withdraw
around 2009-11.

Iran badly needs
international
investment and
expertise.
Even US companies are eyeing
Iran’s carbon reserves, the largest in
the world with 157.8 billion barrels
of oil (9.3% of global total) and 34
trillion cubic metres of gas (18.2%
of global total).
The attraction is mutual. Iran
badly needs international investment and expertise and there is

widespread dissatisfaction with the
quality and speed of Chinese contractors.
Iranian Deputy Oil Minister Hossein Zamaninia said in July that Iran
had identified oil and gas projects
worth $185 billion which it aimed to
sign by 2020 and Iran is especially
keen to gain access to the advanced
technology needed to convert the
vast undersea reserves of the South
Pars field into liquid natural gas, its
most exportable form. Without the
majors’ know-how, progress has
been slow: while Iran holds 18.2%
of global gas reserves, its production in 2014 was only 5% of the
world total.
But given the history, there is still
suspicion in Iran and a persistent

desire for “self-reliance”. When Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei decreed in 2005-06 that much
of Iran’s state-owned industries
should be privatised, he stipulated
that upstream oil and gas would remain in public hands.
In order to safeguard public ownership of energy reserves, the Islamic Republic in the 1990s evolved
a system called “buy-back”. Essentially this meant the contractor
funded all development, received
an agreed production share and
then transferred operation of the
field to the Iranian authorities after
a set number of years, so completing the contract.
The majors disliked “buy-back”,
partly because it gave them no real
incentive to maximise production
and profits and partly because contracts were restricted to five to eight
years.
This is set to change, with recent
cabinet approval of a new arrangement, the so-called Iran Petroleum
Contract (IPC), and a conference
is scheduled in Tehran for the Iranian month of Aban (October 23rdNovember 21st) to announce the
terms, with a follow-up conference
in London in February 2016.
Vagueness over the date of the
conference may reflect the “complex” issues involved, an Iranian
business journalist told The Arab
Weekly.
The Oil Ministry and the stateowned National Iranian Oil Company have been trawling through
possibilities since legislation in 2012
gave them power to examine new
models and terms.
Just how far they have decided
to go remains to be seen. In 2014,

Mehdi Hosseini, chairman of a contracts revision committee, said international companies taking part
in “joint ventures” would be “paid”
with a share of the output — giving
them an incentive not present under “buy-back”, to maximise production and profits. Iran might go
further in taking a fee per barrel,
and there has also been talk of contracts lasting 20-25 years.

Even US companies
are eyeing Iran’s
carbon reserves, the
largest in the world
with 157.8 billion
barrels of oil.
The majors are wary, not just
about their bottom lines in a lessthan-vibrant world market but over
who their Iranian partners might be
in “joint ventures” and also regarding technology transfers. The government’s intention appears to be
to offer sufficiently attractive terms
to attract investment and expertise.
Rather like the July 14th nuclear
agreement with world powers, Iran
has set its “red lines” discretely and
will now look for common ground
between its belief in “self-reliance”
and international pressure to fall
into line.
In his speech to the UN General
Assembly in September, Iranian
President Hassan Rohani portrayed
the nuclear agreement as a blueprint for solving problems through
dialogue.
No doubt he also believes Iran can
pursue its national interest through
compromise in energy.

October 16, 2015

19

Economy

Battersea
Power Station
development
looks to Middle
East investors
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

B

attersea Power Station is
a London icon, its four
great chimneys dominating the British capital’s
skyline. Now, with an ambitious redevelopment project in
the works, Battersea Power Station
is looking to be a new exciting hub
on the south banks of the Thames
and the home away from home for
London’s Middle Eastern contingent.
The ambitious development,
which includes the redevelopment
of the Battersea Power Station as
well as a number of new buildings
by some of the world’s leading architects, is one of the biggest projects in Europe. The site covers 17
hectares and construction will take
place over seven phases, ending in
2022.

Battersea Power
Station
Development
Company (BPSDC) is
looking to the
Middle East, and
particularly the
United Arab
Emirates, for
investors.
The project is being largely financed by a Malaysian consortium,
although Battersea Power Station
Development Company (BPSDC) is
looking to the Middle East, and particularly the United Arab Emirates,
for investors.
“The National Bank of Abu Dhabi
[is] one of our lenders and they are
extremely supportive of the project. In fact, we have a team going
to Abu Dhabi and Dubai over the

next month,” BPSDC Chief Executive Officer Rob Tincknell said.
On reaching out to investors in
the UAE, BPSDC Chief Financial Officer Simon Murphy said: “We’re
doing more than just exhibitions…
Some people in the region have already realised the benefits of being
part of the Battersea story. We’re
going to share the story with people and raise awareness. It isn’t
just about selling; it’s about building awareness and developing relations.”
“Our main funding in Phase II
was sharia compliant, which was
the biggest funding of that nature
in the UK ever. I think that has generated some support among Middle Eastern buyers for the project,
they know that we are respectful of
that,” Tincknell added.
For the developers, “placemaking”, an architectural term signifying a multifaceted approach to
building planning and design, is
the watchword for the Battersea
project. The ultimate aim is to create an attractive and self-sustaining
community.
“Placemaking really is at the
heart of this project. We did a huge
amount of research on what makes
a great place. It’s got to be something that’s alive and has a real
spark to it, especially when you
have this incredible monument —
the Battersea Power Station — at the
real heart of it,” Tincknell said.
He said the site will be 43% commercial, including the biggest retail
and leisure scheme in central London. The project calls for 150,000
square metres of offices, which will
cater to 10,000 people.
“[There will be] three hotels and
lots of other smaller commercial
spaces, as well as 4,000 apartments,” Tincknell said. “We like to
think of it as a cocktail. It’s a mix of
uses with each one supporting the
other. This is a careful balance.”
Dave Twohig, head of design and
placemaking for BPSDC, concurs.

Briefs
Riyadh calls
back unspent
money as
finances tighten

Construction cranes work near the former Battersea power station
in London.
“There are great mixed-use projects
in the Middle East and Asia but
London doesn’t do that,” he said.
“One developer does the housing,
another does the city offices but nobody has the skill-set to put those
together and that is not good for the
city fabric. This is where Battersea
Power Station is different. Mixeduse is the key.”

The site covers 17
hectares and
construction will
take place over
seven phases,
ending in 2022.
The decommissioned power
station will be at the centre of the
development. The power station’s
brick building and four chimney
stacks dominate London’s south
bank but it is not until one nears the
structure that the sheer scale and
size of the building become clear.
Battersea Power Station is large
enough to contain St Paul’s Cathedral and can fit the Tate Modern
gallery on either side.
Phase III involves a collaboration
between US architect Frank Gehry,

utilising deconstructive aesthetic
incorporating curves and reflection,
and UK architect Norman Foster.
“Our goal from the start has been to
create a neighbourhood that connects into the historic fabric of the
city of London, but one that has its
own identity and integrity. We have
tried to create humanistic environments that feel good to live in and
visit,” Gehry said in a 2014 release.
“Very rarely do people have the
opportunity to live in a home which
can really become an extension of
their personality. Living in a Frank
Gehry building says something
very strongly about who you are,”
said Tincknell.
That same building will also have
one of the world’s largest roof gardens, designed by James Corner
Field Operations, the architect responsible for New York’s acclaimed
High Line linear park.
“This is an example of our community aspirations. It will have
outdoor kitchens and seating. The
idea is that residents can book a
kitchen and have a barbecue and
you get to know people, you make
friends with other residents and
the community starts to engage.
That’s what it’s all about,” Tincknell said.

Saudi Arabia’s Finance Ministry,
seeking to cut waste as revenues
shrink because of low oil prices, is
telling government bodies to return
unspent funds allocated in the 2015
budget, sources familiar with the
policy told Reuters.
Over the years of high oil prices,
government bodies in the top oil
exporting nation were given considerable freedom to transfer money
from one project to another as they
wished. That led to a bonanza of adhoc spending.
Now, ministries are being told that
if money is not fully spent on the
projects for which it was allocated,
the remainder must be returned to
the Treasury, the sources said.
The tighter policy underlines a
sober mood taking hold in Riyadh
because of the halving of oil prices
since mid-2014.
(Reuters)

No fuel
delivered to
Yemen despite
president’s
pledge
Yemen received only 1% of its
monthly commercial fuel needs in
September and there have been no
shipments since the war-torn country’s president pledged to the United Nations to allow deliveries, the
world body said.
A blockade led by Saudi Arabia
has slowed shipments to Yemen to
a trickle.
An Arab coalition is inspecting
shipments to thwart arms deliveries
to Iranian-linked Houthi rebels.
“In a letter to the UN SecretaryGeneral (Ban Ki-moon) on 6 October,
President Hadi pledged to allow the
import of fuel through all ports,” UN
spokesman Farhan Haq said. “Despite this pledge, no commercial fuel
has yet been imported, and 11 commercial ships remain anchored offshore.”
Fuel shortages have led to the
spread of disease and suffering in
arid Yemen, where access to water
usually depends on fuel-powered
pumps, the United Nations says.
Hospitals struggle to operate without fuel and aid cannot be delivered.
(Reuters)

Kuwait sees oil
price rise on lower
output

Aerial view

Oil prices are likely to rise in early
2016 amid signs of a decline in production of high-cost crude and improved economic growth, Kuwait’s
Oil Minister Ali al-Omair said.
“There are signs that much of the
high-cost oil has started to exit the
market and this will help improve
prices,” Omair said on the sidelines
of the Kuwait Oil and Gas Conference.
There are indications that global
economic growth will improve early
in 2016, and this will also help boost
oil prices, he said.
His statements come amid a
string of optimistic forecasts by
the Organisation of the Petroleum
Exporting Countries (OPEC). Qatari
Energy Minister Mohammed bin
Saleh al-Sada, who is acting OPEC
president, also said there were signs
of an oil price rise next year, adding
that the oil price has “bottomed
out”.
(Agence Frace-Presse)
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Ethnic conflict adds to Libya’s crisis
Michel Cousins

Tunis

I

n the wider picture of conflict
and collapse in Libya, the bitter
struggle between the country’s
southern ethnic minorities —
the Tebus and the Tuaregs —
may seem a sideshow.
But not only has it been deadly
in places such as Obari and Sebha,
with hundreds of civilians and
fighters killed in the past 11 months,
the two groups also provide the
only security on Libya’s southern,
south-western and south-eastern
borders. They control the movement of terrorists, of human traffickers of the smuggling routes
across the borders. Living on both
sides of the frontier, they manage
the lines of communication from
Libya into Africa’s Sahel region.

The Tebus and
Tuaregs are of
immense strategic
significance.
For Libya’s neighbours and for
Europe, the Tebus and Tuaregs are
of immense strategic significance
and their conflict a cause for major
concern.
While both are in the south, the
Tebus and Tuaregs live mostly in
separate zones, the Tebus in the
south and south-east (notably in
Qatrun, Murzuq and Kufra), the Tuaregs in the south-west and central
west (in Ghat and the Ghadames
area). In Obari and Sebha, they live
side by side, although in the former’s case, it is a Tuareg-majority.
It was in Obari that the current
rivalry turned poisonous 11 months
ago when a Tuareg militia tried to
take over control of a petrol station
being guarded by a Tebu group. In

the subsequent fighting, about 80%
of the town’s estimated population
of 35,000 has reportedly fled.
According to local Obari Tuareg
leader Ahmed Baye, 147 Tuareg
fighters have been killed since September 2014. He claims to have
been told by Tebu leaders that more
than a thousand of their men have
died in the clashes.
Inevitably, the hostility spread
from Obari to Sebha’s Tiwari district, where the two communities
have lived side by side and where
during a week of hostilities in July,
60 people were killed.
The rivalry, however, goes back
to 2011 when the Tebus, who had
been oppressed by the Qaddafi regime, backed the revolution while
the Tuaregs continued to support a
regime that had used them as a military force in the area. On the winning side, well-armed, well-organised and united, the Tebus became
the dominant military force across
the south, able to exert power even
in places they were not in the majority, such as Obari.
Since then, allegiances have
changed, but two proud peoples remain apart. They have largely taken
opposite sides in the current divide
in the country between the internationally recognised House of Representatives based in Tobruk and the
rump General National Congress
(GNC) and its Libya Dawn military
alliance in Tripoli. The Tebus support the former, contributing to its
forces, while the Tuaregs have supported the latter.
The divide is not total. There are
Tuaregs who support the House
and some Tebus in the Obari area
sympathetic to the GNC. But these
are a minority.
The divide is such that the two
view each other with deep suspicion, even playing into the hands
of other Libyans who would write
both off as non-Libyan. It is not un-

A Libyan Tuareg man sits at a Libyan passport control post near the border with Algeria, in May 2014.
common to hear Tuareg complaints
that many of the Tebus are from
Chad and that Chad uses them to
interfere in Libyan politics or, from
Tebus, that Tuareg fighters come
from Mali and have brought their
Islamist politics to Libya with them.
There are efforts to end the strife.
A ceasefire, agreed to in late July
following mediation by elders from
Arab and Amazigh tribes and towns
to the north, is holding in Sebha,
much to everyone’s surprise. There
were also talks in Brussels between
representatives of the communities in Obari. Organised by the
French non-government organisa-

tion Promediation, they produced
an agreement to work together for a
ceasefire and peace in the town but
clashes have continued.

The divide is such
that the two view
each other with deep
suspicion.
There is, however, a view that
mediation in Obari and Sebha will
not succeed because the conflict is
not based in either place, that the
hostility is really about smuggler
wars and is the consequence of Lib-

ya’s political crisis.
Certainly, with no national army
and police to secure the south, it
has been left in the hands of the
Tebus and Tuaregs. And with no
economic investment in the south
either, both have turned to smuggling for economic survival. Although they largely control different areas, in Obari they overlap and
are rivals.
Until the state is able to exert its
authority in the south and to bring
prosperity to the area, the smuggling will continue and, most likely,
so too will the rivalries between
those involved.

Al-Hamidiyah Souk, main Damascus shopping centre
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

A

bu Adnan sat on the
wooden chair outside
his oriental antiques
shop, sipping coffee and
screening passers-by in
the bustling al-Hamidiyah Souk in
the heart of Damascus’s walled city.
Abu Adnan could not spot a single foreigner. Tourists have stayed
away from the oldest inhabited city
in the world because of almost five
years of war that wreaked havoc
and destruction across Syria.
“Al-Hamidiyah Souk is not only
the place where I work and gain a
living; it has become a part of my
soul and my heart. When I watch
the news and see the destruction
inflicted throughout the country, I
pray that not a single stone in this
place bears the scars of war,” he
said.
Every morning the 50-year-old
merchant opens his shop with the
hope of selling some of its exquisite antique pieces of oriental art,
including copper-ware and wooden
items encrusted with mother of
pearl, a Damascene tradition. But
for several days, not a single client
entered his shop.

Built in 1780 under
the rule of Ottoman
Sultan Abdul Hamid,
the souk is named
“al-Hamidiyah”.
“I long for the clients who could
only speak English or any other foreign language. Prior to the war, buyers were multinational and differed
from one season to another,” Abu
Adnan said.
“In the first month of the year,
it was usually Italian and Spanish

Al-Hamidiyah Souk is a spot for shoppers and strollers seeking to
pass time.
tourists, whereas in February and
March, the majority of visitors were
German and British. Arab Gulf tourists used to come mostly in April
and in the summer.”
The
famous
600-metre-long
souk, built along the axis of the original Roman route to Jupiter’s Temple and smaller adjacent markets, is
among the few remaining popular
shopping places in Damascus, following the destruction of markets
in Ain Turma and Yarmouk camp.
Covered with a corrugated iron
roof, al-Hamidiyah is a cross between a Parisian passage, a department store and a Middle Eastern
bazaar. Its main thoroughfare is
lined with clothes emporiums and
handicraft shops, while its narrow
side streets are crowded with stalls
selling everything from spices and
dried fruits to cheap shoes and children’s toys.

In addition to being an outlet for
shoppers, the place has become an
entertainment spot for the capital’s
embattled residents, where they
can stroll around, spend time in cafés and forget for a while about the
battles raging a short distance from
Damascus.
Social researcher Ghassan Kallas noted that al-Hamidiyah Souk
pre-dates the modern-day shopping
mall by more than 150 years.
“There are more than 21 shopping outlets adjacent to Hamidiyah,
which have become famous for selling specific goods and were named
after the merchandise they offer,”
Kallas said.
“For
instance,
al-Bouzouria
(seeds) Souk sells all kinds of spices
and food items, especially grains
and cereals. The Tailors’ Souk is
the place where fabrics are sold and
could be tailored. The Souk of Gold

for jewellery. The Souk of Wool and
the Cotton Souk offer only wool and
cotton cloth. And the Abaya Souk
selling the long embroidered robes
for which Damascus is famous,”
Kallas added.
Strolling through al-Hamidiyah’s
large walkway leading to the beautiful Umayyad Mosque, one comes
across the renowned Bekdash Ice
Cream shop. Planted in the centre
of the 18th-century souk, the modest shop is mobbed from morning to
night. It is the favourite destination
of ice cream lovers of all classes and
has been visited by world leaders
and famous artists, including former US president Bill Clinton, Jordan’s King Abdullah and Arab diva
Oum Kalthoum.
“I have been working in this place
for the past 75 years during which
nothing has changed, be it the recipe or the traditional method of preparing bouza (Arabic for ice cream),”
said Abu Mowafak Bekdash.
“The only modern item that was
introduced is the refrigerator. Early
on, when there was no electricity,
we used to collect ice in winter from
Jabal Qasioun (the high mountain
overlooking Damascus) and store
it in caves for the making and preserving of the ice cream,” Bekdash
explained.
The war, however, has left its
trace on the shop’s walls, which
used to be covered with photos of
famous people who had a taste of its
pistachio-clad ice cream. Pictures
of now “hostile” leaders, including King Abdullah and the Turkish
president, were removed.
Built in 1780 under the rule of
Ottoman Sultan Abdul Hamid, the
souk is named “al-Hamidiyah”. It
was expanded in 1884 and its walkway was later enclosed with an ornate iron cover that is still there.
However, more than four years
of warfare, destruction, displacement and sanctions have shattered

the Syrian economy. The currency
has fallen from 55-60 Syrian pounds
to almost 400 to the US dollar. The
unemployment rate is estimated to
be 60%.
“The devaluation of the pound
has reduced dramatically the purchasing power of the people and
that was clearly obvious in the slow
market activity which preceded Eid
al-Adha,” said Mohamad Kheir, a
salesman in a cloth shop. “Before
the war, people took advantage of
the sales season preceding the Eid
to buy several pieces of cloth. Today, they save the money to buy
food. Clothing has become secondary, a luxury.”

The famous
600-metre-long
souk is among the
few remaining
popular shopping
places in Damascus.
Hajj Marwan, who owns a bridal
shop, said, “The war has deprived
Syria of its joy and destroyed everything that is pretty.
“During the feast holiday, my
shop used to be packed with bridesto-be preparing for the big day.
Today marriages are taking place
discreetly because there is always
someone in the family either missing, kidnapped or killed.
“When I watch the destruction of
historic souks in Aleppo and Palmyra, I look at the shops in Hamidiyah
and ask myself, would it survive as
it did for more than 150 years… I do
hope so, for our grandchildren to
have something left for them of our
beautiful heritage.”
Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based
journalist and regular contributor
to The Arab Weekly. He has been
covering Syria since 1995.
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Cairo club gives divorcees
a new beginning
Amr Emam

Cairo

D

ivorce did not bring an
end to hope in Abeer
al-Ansari’s life. On the
contrary, it was the
beginning of a life of

hope.
A few years ago, Ansari was
married to a British man. She did
her best to make the marriage a
success, but, she said, she had
an “uncooperative” partner. She
divorced the man and returned to
Egypt.
In Egypt, where divorce is viewed
by the majority of Muslims as the
most despicable of all permissible
things, Ansari was viewed as a
failure.
“Everybody, even my closest
friends, stayed away from me,”
Ansari said. “Day after day, my
friendships started to be limited to
women divorced like me.”

The club, in addition
to helping divorced
women and men face
society’s negative
views, works to
change social
perceptions about
divorce in general.
Ansari’s discussions with other
divorcees focused on post-divorce
challenges and problems, including
negative social perceptions, how
she and her divorced friends can
start a new chapter in their lives
and how they can bring up their
children in the absence of fathers.
At this point, she came up with
the idea of establishing a club where
she and her divorced friends could
meet to discuss their problems and
receive coaching on resolving those
problems.

She never expected the club
would make headlines in Egypt one
day and also attract a large number
of divorcees desperate to be heard
and receive psychological support.
Ansari officially registered the
club, which has its headquarters
in one of the gated communities
on the outskirts of Cairo, as a nongovernmental organisation. The
first of its kind in Egypt, the club,
in addition to helping divorced
women and men face society’s
negative views, works to change
social perceptions about divorce in
general.
“Egyptians view divorced women
in a negative manner,” Ansari said.
“They think a divorced woman
is an immoral person who is out
there to steal the husbands of other
women.”
New members join Ansari’s
club every year, with 200
members registered in 2015. Club
membership is only valid for a year.
Unique as it is, such a club is a
reflection of the growing problem
of divorce and family disintegration
in Egypt, according to observers.
“Divorce has become a very
widespread phenomenon in our
country,” Hanan Salem, a sociology
professor at Ain Shams University,
said. “It is present everywhere in
this country, which makes it a scary
phenomenon.”
The figures prove Salem’s
view right. Fifty years ago, 7%
of marriages each year ended in
divorce in Egypt, according to the
cabinet’s Information and Decision
Support Centre. Now, the divorce
rate is 40%.
On May 30th, the Arabic language
daily al-Watan quoted a report
which said that divorce rates rose
by 43% from 1990 to 2013.
In 1992, the newspaper said,
there were 6,500 divorce cases.
Five years later, the figure jumped
to 70,000, the newspaper said
quoting the report, which was
referred to Egyptian President

Abdel Fattah al-Sisi. It added that
in 2007 there were 78,000 divorce
cases, a number that increased to
141,500 cases in 2009.
The state-run Central Agency for
Public Mobilisation and Statistics
said there was an increase of
10.9% in divorce cases across
Egypt in 2014, compared with
2013, when 162,600 divorce cases
were registered. The agency added
that most divorce cases — 59.6%
— in 2014 were registered in urban
centres.

43%

is the rate at which
divorce rose from
1990 to 2013.
No wonder then that divorced
women are creating their own
unions and clubs.
One of these women, Mahasen
Saber, launched Egypt’s first
internet radio station to offer
divorcees the chance to speak
about their problems and what had
led to their divorce.
Called Motalakat Radio — Radio
of the Divorced — hosts listen to
divorced women and men in a bid
to familiarise society with their
problems and also to let other
divorcees know they are not alone.
Saber also lobbies to change
social perceptions about divorce,
focusing on the tough times she
and women in general spend with
unappreciative partners before
divorce.
Ansari and her club members,
meanwhile, are not held back
by their past relationships or
marriages. They are looking
forward.
Her club admits divorced men and
women only. New members only
pay the price of club membership
applications.
A special coach gives members

Abeer al-Ansari, head of the divorcee club in Egypt.
tips on how they can make new
beginnings, raise their children well
and learn from their mistakes.
They organise trips and group
divorced mothers and fathers with
their children to strengthen their
links. Some of the members — most
of them highly educated — end up

married to other club members.
“Divorce, if it is inevitable,
cannot be the end for any woman.
It can actually be the beginning,”
Ansari said. “This is why our club
is keen to teach its members how
to rediscover themselves to make a
new beginning in life.”

In Egypt, housing is increasingly unaffordable
Shady Sayed

Cairo

A

few years ago, Sameh
Mohamed hoped to
buy or rent a flat close
to his parents’ home in
the poor southern Cairo
neighbourhood of Sayeda Aisha and
get married.
However, the price of the flat was
more than he could afford.
A friend advised him to travel to
Libya to work in construction and
earn the needed money. He followed that advice and spent two
years working in the neighbouring
country and saving most of what he
earned.
Mohamed returned to Egypt
18 months ago, believing he had
enough money to buy the flat and
get married.
“However, my biggest shock was
waiting for me. Flat prices and rents
became almost three times their
value before I travelled to Libya,”
Mohamed said. “I was speechless
when a landlord told me that he
would sell a flat in his apartment
building for 200,000 Egyptian
pounds [$25,000].”
Before Mohamed went to Libya,
the same flat would have sold for
about 40% of its current value.
On his return, Mohamed noticed
that the surroundings of the apartment building were no longer the
same. A major supermarket appeared in the empty plot opposite
the building. A mobile phone company had opened a service centre in
the next building.

Egyptian boys ride their bicycles in front of empty apartment buildings, east of the Egyptian capital, Cairo, on September 10, 2015.
Supermarkets, modern cafés, restaurants and communication centres popping up in what used to be
poor neighbourhoods in Cairo are
leading to an escalation in housing
prices.

In the last ten years,
steel prices have
risen by 100%.
“Valueless apartment buildings,
plots of land and shops are suddenly becoming very expensive and
it is all because of the services ap-

pearing,” Samia Abul Saud, a real
estate broker in Mohamed’s district,
said. “The result is that most of the
flats, shops and plots of land are left
empty because of high prices.”
Real estate prices across Egypt
have risen almost 300% in the last
ten years. The high prices are scaring people like Mohamed away from
expensive housing and into the nation’s sprawling slums. There are
1,221 slums in Egypt where almost
20% of the country’s population of
about 90 million lives, according to
the UN Population Fund.
At the other end of the housing

market, there is an oversupply of
gated communities on the outskirts
of Cairo. Housing prices in those areas are beyond the reach of the majority of Egyptians, even those with
stable jobs and incomes. There has
been a construction boom in these
areas but this boom has been met
with very weak demand.
About 7 million flats are there
but empty, according to Mai Abdel
Hamid, the head of the state-run
Mortgage Fund, which seeks to help
poorer Egyptians get appropriate
housing.
People such as Mohamed, meanwhile, have to seek cheaper housing
far from work and the city centre.
He found housing in a poorer northeastern Cairo district called al-Marg.
There, he pays $25 in rent for the
two-room flat where he lives with
his wife and 7-month-old child.
“Life in the neighbourhood does
not have the minimum requirements for a healthy human life,”
he said. “Drinking water is always
dirty. There are no schools or hospitals and the place is very dense.”
Cairo’s housing issue is not only
about gentrification. It is also about
the rising prices of construction materials. In Egypt, they are produced
by a small number of manufacturing barons who control the costs.
There are, for example, two main
producers of construction steel. In
the last ten years, steel prices have
risen by 100%. The prices of cement, wood and aluminium have
seen similar rises.
The government imposes antidumping measures against imported construction materials from
countries such as Turkey and China

under the pretext of protecting national industries.
The same agencies have been trying to alleviate the suffering of the
poor by assigning private developers the job of building cheap flats. In
return, the government gives land
to these developers and delivers
services at a low price.

300%
is the rise of real estate
prices in Egypt in the
last ten years.
But according to construction
expert Mohamed al-Bostani, even
these flats are too expensive for
most Egyptians.
“We have so many luxury flats but
very few ones designed for the poor
and those with limited incomes,”
Bostani said. “The government
needs to control the prices built by
the private developers it gives lands
to.”
As Mohamed’s flat is so far from
his work, he has to spend most of
the week at his parent’s flat in Sayeda Aisha. He goes home only on
weekends.
“I only hope that landlords will
have mercy on people like me,” he
said. “Most of the flats are empty,
while people like me cannot find an
appropriate place to live.”
Shady Sayed is an Egyptian
journalist based in Cairo.
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Baghdad holds
film festival
against all odds
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

A

gainst all odds, the seventh Baghdad International Film Festival
(BIFF) took place in October at the Iraqi National Theatre in parallel to deadly car
bombings that rocked Baghdad and
other parts of the country.
However, the five-day festival,
featuring al-Qurban (The Sacrifice), an Iranian movie, at the grand
opening drew criticism from some
Arab directors, reflecting the growing anti-Iran mood in Iraq.
Movie critic Ali Jassem, expressed reservations about the festival’s opening with a film on Shia
saints. “This gave the impression
that the organisers played on sensitive sectarian sentiments, since the
movie depicts the battle of Taf [in
Karbala], which is revered by the
Shias, who constitute the majority
in the country,” he said.

BIFF was created in
2004 by the Iraqi
Filmmakers
Without Borders
non-governmental
organisation.
He acknowledged, however, that
al-Qurban, which won the festival’s grand prize in the Long Fiction
Original competition, was among
the productions featured at the
festival with advanced cinematography featuring leading Iraqi and
Arab artists.
“Right from the first day one

could sense how popular the film
is, attracting a large audience who
was more interested by the historic
event it featured rather than its importance as a movie production,”
Jassem said.
Iraqi director Raed Mushatat,
whose film Samt el Rai (Silence of
the Shepherd) won an award at the
Alexandria Film Festival, said he
was surprised that a non-Iraqi movie would inaugurate the festival.
“It is a particular moment to have
a film festival in Baghdad and, as
such, the public should have been
presented with an Iraqi production,
not the contrary,” Mushatat said.
Sentiments hostile to Iran, a key
ally of former prime minister Nuri
al-Maliki, who has been accused of
rampant corruption, have been on
the rise. Slogans such as “Iran, go
out. Iraq is free” were shouted in
anti-corruption demonstrations in
Baghdad throughout August.
However, in addition to honour
for al-Qurban, the Iranian film The
Fish and I took first prize in the
short drama competition.
Iraqi director Marwa Hamoudy’s
Genocide took first prize in the Arab
women filmmakers category while
On the Banks of the Tigris, an entry from Australian Marsha Emerman won the Documentary award.
The New Horizons Competition
was claimed by Ayman Alshatri for
Warm Night.
BIFF Director Ammar al-Aradi,
said having the festival was in itself
a great challenge, amid the absence
of government support for cultural
life in Iraq. “The idea of holding the
festival was born from the heart of
the tragedy that the country is living. We were determined to continue with our life against all the odds
and this we have achieved when we

Entrance to the festival
first launched the festival in Baghdad in 2005,” Aradi said.
Up to 1,100 films from 40 countries applied to be featured in the
festival and 100 were selected for
the competition.
However, organisers failed to attract significant Arab and foreign
attendance for the festival. “Many
Arab and foreign artists apologised
for not attending, citing the deteriorating security in the country,”
Aradi said.
He stressed that BIFF was largely
focused on promoting young talent from Iraq and abroad but gets
poor support from the government,
which is reeling from an acute financial crisis.
“We are basically assisted by diplomatic missions and art groups
and organisations. The money issue largely affected the festival
this year, especially with regard to
composition of the jury, which was
limited to Iraqi experts,” Aradi said.
Jury member Hikmat Baydani, a
professor of cinematography in the
Iraqi Academy of Fine Arts praised
the festival’s organising committee,

which he said “deployed tremendous individual efforts to organise
the event in Baghdad at such difficult times”.
He said most of the participating
movies were secured through contacts that the festival’s committee
had built up over the years.
“Some excellent films were
screened, including some which
had their international premiere in
the festival, like this year’s winner
al-Qurban. But the Iraqi participation mainly consisted of graduation
projects of fine arts students,” Baydani said, noting that BIFF “provided an opportunity for young Iraqis to show their talent despite the
difficult conditions in which they
live”.
Movie critics underscored “poor
preparedness” to host such a cultural event, including a shortage of
screening rooms and good productions.
“I have attended more than one
edition of the festival and, unfortunately, I don’t feel it meets my
aspirations as a cinematographer,”
commented Iraqi director Bareh

Jabbar.
“The majority of the participating
movies are weak and do not suit the
Iraqi society, especially the productions of young beginners. I believe
the festival is made for amateurs
and students of fine arts and not for
professional
cinematographers,”
Jabbar added.
Mushatat also underscored the
need to “improve the level of filmmaking in Iraq through the organisation of more serious events that
focus on the quality of sound and
picture of productions.
BIFF was created in 2004 by the
Iraqi Filmmakers Without Borders
non-governmental
organisation,
a year after the US-led invasion
of Iraqi that toppled the regime of
Saddam Hussein. Organisers say
the festival is aimed at supporting
Iraqi cinematography and disseminating cinematic culture as a means
to affirm humanitarian values.
Oumayma Omar, based in
Baghdad, is a contributor to the
Culture and Society sections of The
Arab Weekly.

Young Muslim New Yorkers Speak Out in Beyond Sacred
Najwa Margaret Saad

Washington

C

ommenting on the Pope
Francis’s address to the US
Congress, American radio
host Peter Sagal quipped:
“We’re anxiously awaiting
the first angry Republican to accuse
the pope of being a Muslim.”
Islamophobia can be found on
the American street and the presidential campaign trail. A school
incident in Texas is emblematic of
the fear-stoked hyper-vigilance that
conjured a bomb scare tizzy from
a young Sudanese-American student’s proud display of his homemade clock.

Amid epic turmoil across the Islamic world, the western migration
of mostly Muslim refugees and images of the savagery of the Islamic
State (ISIS), Muslims report increasing discrimination. In the United
States, memories of the 9/11 attacks
still simmer, particularly in New
York.
Enter five young Muslims. Four
were living in New York in September 2011 and the other emigrated
two years ago from Afghanistan.
They are now performing in a documentary theatre project called Beyond Sacred: Voices of Muslim Identity. None are trained actors. Now
young adults of colour, navigating
the complexities
of ethnic,
religious
and
sexual
identity, they

represent the remarkable diversity
of Muslims in the United States.
Wearing casual clothes, on stage
in a crescent formation, three young
men and two women sit in straight
chairs facing music stands. The first
speaker announces: “A short history
of Muslims in America.” The next
chirps: “A pop quiz.” And they’re off.
In a question-and-answer format,
the players volley little-known facts
about Muslims in the United States,
illuminating characters by name
from explorers to military heroes.
Against a light-suffused, rust-coloured backdrop, a spotlight shines
as each person speaks. One asks:
“What book did both Thomas Jefferson and John Adams have in their
libraries?” Answer: “The Quran.”
Clap.
Another queries: “Who was the
largest landowner on Long Island
in 1640?” The reply: “A Muslim.”
One clap affirms each
answer. Based on 20
hours of interviews,

(Photo: Adam Nadel)

Beyond Sacred cast – Back Row: Ryan Conarro, Maha Syed, Amir Khafagy, Kadin Herring. Front Row:
Ferdous Dehqan, Sara Zatz, Tiffany Yasmin Abdelghani, Ping Chong.

the script emphasises common values while exploring the players’
coming-of-age struggles. While honouring their individual origins, they
clearly identify as proud New Yorkers, where 167 languages are spoken
and public schools now observe two
Muslim holidays. In dozens of performances, with more scheduled
for 2016, the players’ deep sense of
belonging and desire to be accepted
for who they are touches audiences.
Beyond Sacred was commissioned
by the LaGuardia Performing Arts
Center and produced by the innovative Ping Chong + Company, under its founder and artistic director,
Chinese-American immigrant Ping
Chong. The production was partly
funded by the Building Bridges initiative of the Doris Duke Foundation
for the Islamic Arts. “The important
thing,” Chong said “is that when the
audience leaves the theatre, they
recognise the humanity of these
people on stage.”
“We are without a doubt in a moment of rising Islamophobia in the
United States,” Ping Chong + Company Managing Director Bruce Allardice said, “We produced Beyond
Sacred as a counterbalance to this
tide of fear, to remind New Yorkers
that ‘being Muslim’ isn’t any one
thing but rather a range of traditions
that are as diverse as any of the great
religions.”
The production won “Critics’
Pick” endorsement by The New
York Times, which described it as
“an exercise in empathy, not polemics: a lesson in human understanding, drawn from real lives”. National
Public Radio also aired a story about
the performance. But the best was
yet to come.
In September, the Doris Duke

Charitable Foundation and Ping
Chong + Company, were awarded
the National Medal of Arts — the
United States’ most prestigious arts
award. US President Barack Obama
praised the foundation’s “bold commitment to artistic risk”, lauding the
vital role of performers to “help us
understand each other a bit better”.
In 2007 the foundation launched
the Building Bridges programme,
which funds arts and media initiatives.

Islamophobia can be
found on the
American street and
the presidential
campaign trail.
“The foundation’s overarching
mission is to support the well-being
of American society,” Senior Programme Officer Zeyba Rahman said.
“And Building Bridges is in perfect
alignment, using the lens of arts
and culture to shift understanding.
We’re living in an increasingly complex world which is becoming more
polarised.
“Through
thought-provoking
imaginative processes, artists can
reach audiences in all kinds of media that uplifts spirits and creates
bonds that can help reduce othering. We must use culture as capital
to bring together people in communities.”
From 2014-15 the foundation
awarded $3.6 million to programmes
across the United States. www.ddfia.org.
Najwa Margaret Saad is a
Washington correspondent for The
Arab Weekly.
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Saudi Arabia’s budding attention to museums
Rob L. Wagner

Tabuk

S

tanding next to a huge
shopping mall in the heart
of Tabuk, about 500 km
north of Medina, are 13 refurbished historic structures boasting traditional Hejazi architecture. The buildings are mostly
empty but in a year the Saudi Commission for Tourism and Antiquities
(SCTA) expects the site to be bustling with tourists.
The dusty patch of land was once
the promising Hejaz Railway station
established in 1906. It was to be part
of an important trade and haj rail
route from Damascus to Tabuk and
on to Medina and Mecca.
However, the nearly 1,500-km
distance, the harsh environment
and T.E. Lawrence’s Arab army
during World War I spelled doom
for the railroad. The tracks ended
ingloriously in Medina following
numerous attacks by Lawrence to
disrupt Ottoman attempts to control the region. The railway never
operated after 1918.
The SCTA is setting its sights on
preserving historic treasures and introducing Saudis to the kingdom’s
past. Tabuk’s Hejaz station stands
testament to Saudi Arabia’s gamble that Saudis and foreign visitors
will have an interest in events that
shaped the kingdom.
Saudi authorities also hope to
preserve pre-Islamic sites, particularly in the north-west, where there
is evidence that Egyptians from the
west established trade in the Tabuk
region.
It is not an easy task. Yaroub H. alAli, manager of archaeology at the
Tabuk Antiquities Office, said the
commission is working to “slowly
introduce Saudis to the concept of
museums” and other historic venues.
“We plan to build museums
around the country and we have
one already under way here in
Tabuk,” Ali said.
A testament to the country’s ambitions is a state-of-the-art, two-storey museum on the Tabuk railway
station grounds that is scheduled
for completion in October 2016. Ali
promises that exhibits on regional
archaeological findings will complement the Hejaz Railway history.
“We have a (locomotive) and railway car housed in one building with
exhibits and another railway building is reserved as a handicrafts centre that will have traditional Arab
arts and crafts,” Ali said.
The Tabuk project is part of the
vision of Prince Sultan bin Salman
Al Saud, secretary-general of the

An Ottoman era castle in Tabuk.
Commission for Tourism and Antiquities. He announced in 2012 that
six museums were being constructed in Saudi Arabia with six more
planned.

The SCTA is setting
its sights on
preserving historic
treasures and
introducing Saudis
to the kingdom’s
past.
“I would like to urge the citizens
to preserve this important national
wealth,” Prince Sultan said when
he inspected archaeological sites
in Tayma, 260 km south-west of
Tabuk.
Prince Sultan’s statement points

to a changing attitude in a country
that has long been indifferent to the
destruction of historic sites. In recent years, Saudi authorities asked
German archaeologists to join researchers from King Saud University to excavate Islamic and pre-Islamic sites in Tayma.
In 2010, the commission announced that archaeologists discovered an inscription carved in a
rock referring to Egyptian pharaoh
Ramesses III and dating between
1185-1153BC. The discovery points
to evidence that Tabuk and Tayma
were part of an important route
linking the Nile valley with northwest Arabia. About 30 km from
Tayma numerous inscriptions belonging to the pre-Islamic Thamud
tribes have been excavated.
However, the commission must
sell history as an educational pro-

cess and family activity to Saudis.
Visiting museums is not a concept
typically ingrained in Saudis, whose
sense of history and place rarely
extend to before the birth of the
Prophet Mohammad.
Saudi Arabia since 2010 has begun promoting domestic tourism
followed by a push to encourage
Muslims from neighbouring countries to visit. Although efforts to
attract non-Muslim foreign tourists have been inconsistent, tourist
company owners are hopeful that
visa regulations will loosen to draw
more tourists and boost the regional
economy.
Tabuk officials see tourism as part
of the solution as Saudi Arabia attempts to wean itself from oil as a
major source of revenue. In 2013,
about 392,000 people were employed in the country in tourismrelated jobs, including employment
indirectly supported by the tourism
industry. An estimated $6.4 billion
were invested in the Saudi tourism
industry. Investments are projected
to reach $10.6 billion by 2024, according to a 2014 World Travel &
Tourism report.

Tourist company
owners are hopeful
that visa regulations
will loosen to draw
more tourists.

Courtyard of the Tabuk castle.

Hatim Al-Jalawi owns a private
museum and operates Tabuk Tourist Sights, which provides bus tours
of the region. His museum features
an eclectic collection of Arabian
peninsula artefacts ranging from
18th- and 19th-century firearms to
antique household items. He displays artefacts from a Jewish community believed to have existed
near Tayma. On the grounds are a
restored mud brick house and dioramas of Saudi households from the
past.
“Private museums could use
some help in cataloguing and preserving collections like these,” said
Jalawi, who indicated that he would
welcome government expertise in

Yaroub H. al-Ali, manager
of archaeology at the Tabuk
Antiquities Office.
handling his collection.
Still, Jalawi has forged a relationship with the Antiquities Office to
bring visitors to the Tabuk Castle,
which was restored in 1992, across
the street from his museum. He has
a special interest in giving Westerners the VIP treatment by offering
them Arabic coffee and dates while
visiting the castle to introduce them
to Saudi culture and hospitality.
Wael Alkhalid, a tourism commission guide who takes videos of
the Tabuk region and posts them
online, said the new museum and
railway station, nearby archaeological sites and restoration along
Prince Fahd bin Sultan Road in the
Old Quarter of the city puts Tabuk
in a position to be a major tourist
destination.
“Tabuk has a lot to offer,” Alkhalid
said. “It’s a remote city but it has
many things that other cities don’t
have. Tabuk people are very warm
and friendly. They would welcome
visitors from anywhere.”
Rob L. Wagner is an Arab Weekly
contributor based in Saudi Arabia.
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Amman:
A city with two
downtowns
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

F

or foreigners to know a
city, they must visit its
downtown. In Jordan’s
capital, however, that can
be a bit confusing because
Amman has two downtowns: the
original built in 1920 and the new
one inaugurated in 2014.
Take your pick.
The old downtown, called Wasat Al-Balad, Arabic for “city centre”, is the place to go for those on
a limited budget. There shops sell
out-of-date designer clothes, handbags and shoes from brands such as
Prada, Gucci and Louis Vuitton, for
as little as one-tenth the price in the
country’s malls or abroad.
The new downtown is west of the
old quarters in the central Al-Abdali
district, where the army and intelligence headquarters were replaced
by high-rise buildings on Amman’s
central skyline.

The old downtown
was built in 1920
in the city’s lowest
wadi surrounded by
seven mountains.
The area, however, is unaffordable to an average citizen but reasonable for bankers or executives.
A light lunch may cost, just like in
London or New York, $70 per person. In the old downtown, $5 would
buy one meal of three skewers of
shish kebab, a salad, French fries,
pickles and olives, bread, hummus
dip and a soft drink of your choice.
Because of its affordable prices,
the variety of products available
and its ancient character, the old
downtown remains a favourite destination for many, not only for business or shopping but also for outings.
“Downtown Amman has a unique
mix of old and new, which you can’t
find elsewhere in town and certainly not the so-called New Downtown,” Amman chiropractor Rami
Muhtasseb, 29, said while sipping
spiced black coffee after a burgerand-fries lunch with friends.
Many Jordanians point to the traditionalism of the old downtown,

possibly from the dark-yellowish
limestone buildings along the area’s
bustling and narrow streets. There,
modern amenities, such as computer games, internet cafés and fastfood joints, mix with traditional
smoke-filled coffee shops, antiques
shops and vegetable, meat and fish
markets.
When the Al-Abdali project partly
opened to the public in 2014, many
Jordanians were alarmed that it may
replace the old downtown. Actually,
its developer, Bahaa Hariri, the son
of former Lebanese prime minister
Rafik Hariri, who was killed in an
explosion in Beirut on February 14,
2005, calls it the “New Downtown
of Amman”.
“Jordanians will never accept seeing their downtown turned into a
replica of New York’s Manhattan,”
Amman dentist Jumana Faroun, 33,
said referring to skyscrapers jamming the skyline of the US city.
“We’re used to the old buildings,
the boutiques, the sweet shops,
vegetable, meat and fish markets
and we’re not going to give that up
at any cost,” Faroun insisted.
The Greater Amman Municipality
(GAM) in charge of the area said it
sought only to “beautify” the city’s
oldest quarter and will rehabilitate
the streets and sidewalks at a cost
of $200 million. But GAM insisted
it would not tamper with the area’s
architecture or ancient character.
“We want to make it more modern, but maintain its authentic
look,” GAM spokesman Mazin alFarajeen said.
The old downtown was built in
1920 in the city’s lowest wadi surrounded by seven mountains,
which originally made up the capital. Amman grew into a sprawling
cosmopolitan city, Jordan’s most
populous with half of the country’s
population of 7.5 million.
A downtown landmark is the
grand mosque, called the Husseini,
also known as the King Hussein
Mosque. It was built in 1924, after the county was founded as the
Emirate of Trans-Jordan, a small
British protectorate.
Another popular attraction is al
jorah, Arabic for “the ditch”, in a
downtown slum widely called the
“Thieves Market”. Everything is on
sale there from stolen household
items such as electrical appliances
to pets. Police often raid the market.

Agenda
Beirut:
Through December 26th
Souk El Tayeb is a weekly
market that hosts more than
60 producers from across
Lebanon, offering food as well
as traditional and handmade
crafts. Souk El Tayeb is open
every Saturday from 9am-2pm
at Beirut Souks in Beirut, facing the Medgulf building on
Trablos Street.

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.

Dubai:
October 15th- 24th
Comedy shows are performed
around the city in the Dubai
Comedy Festival. The festival
will host comedians such as
Dave Chapelle; Trevor Noah,
who was recently selected
to host The Daily Show; and
other comics from around the
world. The festival also aims
to promote local and Arabic
comedic talents by presenting
a number of local comics.

Tunis:
October 16th-24th

(Photos: Roufan Nahhas)

Umbrellas hang over a staircase to provide shade from the sun in
Amman’s old downtown.
Nearby is the arms market,
where a handful of shops sell the
latest US-made shotguns and ammunition.
The old downtown still houses
some of the country’s vital institutions, such as the offices and residence of some members of the ruling Hashemite family, the Ministry
of Finance and the Central Bank of
Jordan.
For outings, there are several
British-style pubs, traditional cof-

The front side of Amman’s grand mosque, al-Husseini, also known as the king Hussein Mosque.

fee shops, restaurants and scruffy
cinemas showing X-rated movies.
A public park outside the famed
Roman Amphitheatre in the heart
of the old downtown is often
crammed with young Jordanians
meeting for coffee or ice cream.
Internet cafes are often crowded
but more so on Thursday night, the
start of a weekend in Jordan.
Intellectual property rights are
non-existent in the old downtown.
There are several pirated DVD
stores, a network of shops selling
the latest blockbusters for as little
as $1.40. In 2014, police confiscated 25,000 pirated copies from the
shops but a few days later, it was
business as usual there.
“There are great bargains here
and this is where I shop for DVDs
and everything else,” engineering
student Alaa Saeed said.
The $5 billion Al-Abdali project
resembles the renovation carried
out under Hariri’s cabinet of Beirut’s war-ravaged downtown area
after the 1975-90 civil war.
Al-Abdali saw branches of almost
all local and foreign banks move
in. The area boasts modern office
space, luxurious apartments and
penthouses, public parks and recreation centres such as spas, movie
theatres and street cafes and rooftop facilities with a panoramic view
of the city.
Of the money spent on the AlAbdali project, some $500 million
went for the development of a pedestrian walkway, called the Abdali
Boulevard. The area boasts of a path
between businesses and high-end
shops, restaurants and street cafés,
a hotel and a recreation centre.
Roufan Nahhas, based in Jordan,
has been covering cultural issues
for more than two decades.

The Carthage Theatre Days
is an annual festival created
to introduce performances
from the Maghreb, Africa, the
Middle East and Europe. In
its 17th edition, the festival
takes place in Tunis with the
programme that includes
public lectures, street shows,
seminars and international
meetings.

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 Simbel
sees people gather around
the Abu Simbel temple, built
along the Nile by Ramses II
in 1250BC, to experience a
unique sunrise. The temple
is angled so that only twice a
year — in February and October — on the birth anniversary
and coronation of Ramses II,
sunlight shines through, 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.

We welcome submissions of
calendar items related to
cultural events of interest
to travellers in the Middle
East and North Africa.
Please send tips to:
editor@thearabweekly.com

