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mbattled Syrian President
Bashar Assad met Russian
leader Vladimir Putin in a
surprise visit to Moscow
in which they agreed to
seek a diplomatic settlement to the
war in Syria where an estimated
250,000 people have been killed
since 2011.
“On the question of a settlement
in Syria, our position is that positive
results in military operations will
lay the basis for then working out
a long-term settlement, based on
a political process that involves all
political forces, ethnic and religious
groups,” Putin said in remarks released by the Kremlin. “Ultimately,
it is the Syrian people alone who
must have the deciding voice here.”
It is not clear whether the need for
a political solution that both men
put so much emphasis on marks
a new phase in Moscow’s efforts
to lay out a diplomatic road map
alongside its contentious military
intervention in Syria that would include Assad remaining in power, at
least initially.
There is uncertainty there. Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov maintained Assad’s future was not discussed. Turkey, which virulently
opposes Assad, declared on October
19th — the day before Assad talked
with Putin in Moscow — that it
would only accept a six-month transitional period with Assad, although
the Americans support a diplomatic
effort that could include Assad.
The Kremlin’s account of the
talks stressed that it was Putin who
called the meeting, in effect summoning Assad, and emphasised
that Moscow must be involved in
deciding Syria’s political future as
well as the military actions now under way.
Putin’s move seemed to be intended to underline Assad’s dependence on Russia for his survival. The Russian anti-rebel air strikes
campaign launched September
30th, along with hefty reinforcements of Iranian forces, is intended
to bolster Assad’s control of the

Russian President Vladimir Putin during talks with Syrian President Bashar Assad in Moscow, on
October 20th.

Putin’s move
seemed to be
intended to
underline Assad’s
dependence on
Russia for his
survival.
one-fifth of Syria his badly weakened forces still hold.
Once that is achieved — and the
current heavy fighting indicates
that should not be taken for granted
— Russia favours a political transition in Damascus in which it will

have a major say as part of Putin’s
drive to restore Moscow’s Cold War
authority and establish a military
presence in the Mediterranean, a
long-time Russian ambition.
Word of Assad’s visit came from
the Kremlin on October 21st, when
the Syrian leader was already flying
back to Damascus, the first time he
had left Syria since the war began in
2011.
Assad’s surprise trip to Moscow
came amid fierce fighting in Syria
as his military, badly weakened
by combat losses and defections it
cannot easily replace, gained key
support from Russian and Iranian
forces in four major offensives in
the north, central and south of the
country. This includes a build-up of

Iranian forces who now comprise
the backbone of the regime offences
on the ground, while the Russian
intervention remains restricted to
daily air strikes against rebel strong
points.
The Iranians, including Shia militias from Iraq, Afghanistan and
Pakistan, as well as Lebanon’s Hezbollah appeared to be taking heavy
losses.
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.
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Walls slice up Jerusalem’s Arab district
Jamal J. Halaby

Amman

I

sraeli walls are slicing up traditionally Arab East Jerusalem in a
seemingly punitive response to
Palestinian violence unleashed
after Israeli provocations at Jerusalem’s al-Aqsa mosque, Islam’s
third holiest shrine.
Israel has placed concrete walls
around Jewish areas in East Jerusalem, allegedly to protect them
against roiling Palestinian violence.
The structure erected October 18th
divided restive Palestinian Jabel
Mukaber and Jewish Armon Hanatziv.
Israel knows well it cannot fence
off communities of several thousand Jews living among Palestinians in East Jerusalem. Palestinians
make up 37% of Jerusalem’s total
population of 850,000.
Even if Israel fenced its people, it
would not be able to stop violence
by Palestinians.
Construction of the walls sends

several messages, including reassuring the Israeli community at large
that its safety remains a top state
priority. To Palestinians, however, it
is a total snub.
This says that if their violence
persists, the occupation will be
strengthened behind new realities:

failed peace efforts and a harder line
Israeli leadership.
The consequences are dramatic
because Palestinians receive virtually only vocal backing from other
Arabs, who are preoccupied with
militant violence, sectarianism,
popular uprisings and civil wars.

Newly erected concrete wall in the East Jerusalem neighbourhood
of Jabel Mukaber, on October 19th.

“It’s a de facto division of Jerusalem,” warned Hamada Faraaneh,
who is of Palestinian decent and had
once served as a member of the Palestinian parliament-in-exile, called
the Palestine National Council.
“The Israeli move imposes a new
reality.
“Palestinians must now continue
surrendering to the occupation as
more of their lands are grabbed,
communities are shattered and they
are further banished to force them
out and ultimately seize al-Aqsa.”
For the Israelis, it’s the flip side
of the coin. The Zionist Union, the
centre-left party that leads the opposition to Prime Minister Binjamin
Netanyahu’s coalition, accused the

Other Arabs are
preoccupied with
militant violence,
sectarianism,
popular uprisings
and civil wars.

premier of relinquishing lands to
Palestinians in Israel’s capital.
Jabel Mukaber has been a hotspot
in recent violence in which eight Israelis were killed in Palestinian stabbings or stone throwing. On the other hand, 42 Palestinians were killed
by Israeli fire, including 19 labelled
as attackers. Another 1,770 Palestinians were wounded in violence
that raised speculation of a new fullblown Palestinian uprising.
Israel seized the West Bank, including the traditionally Arab East
Jerusalem in the 1967 Middle East
War. Later, it annexed the territory
in a move that is not recognised
internationally and declared East
Jerusalem part of its eternal and
indivisible capital. The Palestinians
want East Jerusalem as the capital of
their future independent state.
Jamal J. Halaby, based in Jordan,
is the Levant section editor for The
Arab Weekly and has covered the
Middle East and North Africa for
nearly three decades.
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Generals killed in Syria as Iran builds up forces
Ed Blanche

Beirut

F

our
Iranian
generals,
along with two leading
Hezbollah commanders,
have been killed in heavy
fighting with rebel groups
across Syria in recent days amid
what appears to be a significant
Iranian military build-up linked to
Russia’s intervention in the multisided war.
The death of the Iranian commanders, along with other senior
officers of the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC), testifies
to the ferocity of the fighting in major offensives launched by the embattled regime of Syrian President
Bashar Assad on October 7th.
Eight Iranian generals have been
killed in Syria since 2013, the highest number the Islamic Republic’s
military has suffered since the
1980-88 war with Iraq. These illuminate the unprecedented scale of
the commitment by Tehran and its
Lebanese proxy to ensure the survival of Assad’s shaky regime.

Eight Iranian
generals have been
killed in Syria since
2013.

“The fact that you have a senior Iranian general [in the fighting]
shows both the desperation of the
regime as well as the degree of Iranian involvement now in Syria,” said
Andrew Tabler of the Washington
Institute for Near East Policy. “Iran
and their Shia militias and Hezbol-

lah are the ground component to
Russia’s air involvement.”
The presence of senior commanders on the battlefield lends weight to
persistent reports that about 2,000
Iranian troops, including for the
first time regular IRGC units rather
than just special operations troops
of the Quds Force, are engaged in
combat in Syria, with the possibility
of more to come.
Brigadier-General
Hossein
Hamedani, a senior officer in the IRGC’s regular ground forces who was
considered an exceptional tactical
leader and commanded all Iraniancontrolled forces in Syria, was killed
October 8th fighting “takfiri terrorists” — Islamic State (ISIS) fighters —
outside the northern city of Aleppo,
Tasnim, an Iranian news agency
affiliated with the IRGC, reported.
ISIS is battling to take the contested
city.
Hamedani, a veteran of the 198088 war, is the most senior Iranian
officer killed in foreign operations
since the 1979 Islamic Revolution.
The other fatalities include General Nader Hamid, a commander of
the IRGC’s Basij militia, who died
of wounds sustained in a gun battle on October 12th near the southern town of Quneitra in the Golan
Heights partly occupied by Israel.
Hamid, was linked to the National
Defence Forces, a 50,000-strong
Syrian militia created and trained
by Hezbollah to augment Assad’s
depleted army and which, by all accounts, has degenerated into groups
of marauding thugs.
Hamid was a close associate of
Major-General Qassem Soleimani,
commander of the IRGC’s elite alQuds Force, which has been fighting

in Syria since 2012, and is the mastermind behind clandestine Iranian
operations in Syria and Iraq.
Soleimani, who helped plan the
current Russian-Iranian operations, was spotted recently rallying
Iranian and Hezbollah forces near
the city of Aleppo, which is split between regime and rebel forces.
It is likely that Soleimani, another highly decorated veteran of the
1980-88 war, was in Syria to oversee
the four offensives launched by Assad’s forces and their allies in northern and central Syria. Soleimani,
who has personally intervened in
several key battles in Iraq, answers
directly to Iran’s supreme leader,

Ayatollah Ali Khamenei.
Tabler says Soleimani played a
major role in persuading the Russians to form a coalition with Iran
to go to Assad’s rescue after a string
of recent defeats and with planning
the joint campaign now under way.
Apart from the IRGC forces in Syria, the Iranians have deployed thousands of Shia militiamen, including
up to 2,000 fighters from Hezbollah.
There are as many as another
2,000 Shia fighters from Iraq, Afghanistan and Pakistan in action
against the regime and rival rebel
groups.
The Iranians have stepped up
their operations around Aleppo and

in the neighbouring provinces of
Idlib and Hama since the Russian air
strikes began September 30th.
“I think Iran’s will supporting
Syria has become firmer in the wake
of Russian involvement and when
you refer to Iranian agencies associated with the Guards, you see
more reports of funeral ceremonies
in recent weeks, especially among
Iran-based Afghan expatriates,” observed Iranian military analyst Morad Veisi.
Ed Blanche is the Analysis section
editor of The Arab Weekly. He has
covered Middle Eastern affairs
since 1967 and lives in Beirut.

The IRGC’s new deployment pattern
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Ali Alfoneh

T

he October 7th death
of Brigadier-General
Hossein Hamedani,
the most senior
Islamic Revolutionary
Guards Corps (IRGC)
commander killed in the Syrian
war, underlines Iran’s growing
military involvement in the
conflict.
This has taken place in tandem
with Russia’s military intervention, a major build-up by the two
powers that are the most important allies of Syrian President
Bashar Assad’s embattled regime
and one that was planned several
months ago.
The most important aspect of
the Iranian deployment is that
it involves regular IRGC ground
troops rather than just units of
the IRGC’s expeditionary wing,
al-Quds Force.
This marks a much more
extensive deployment by the
Tehran regime, which has strategic interests in keeping Assad in
power and demonstrated Tehran’s
concern that the Damascus regime
had been near collapse, unable
to replace heavy combat losses,
defections and draft-dodging.
This trend is illustrated by the
growing death toll among Iranian
forces and field commanders.
Hamedani, for instance, was not
an al-Quds Force commander but a
senior officer in the IRGC’s regular
ground forces.
Hamedani’s service in the IRGC
can be traced back to the suppression of the separatist movement in Iranian Kurdistan in 1979,

The Syrian war is
transforming the
entire IRGC into an
expeditionary force.

establishment of the 32nd Ansar
al-Hossein Division of Hamadan
province, and command of the
16th Quds Division of Gilan province — not to be confused with alQuds Force — during the 1980-88
war with Iraq.
After the war, for a time,
Hamedani served as commander
of the IRGC’s Najaf Ashraf base in
Kermanshah province in northwestern Iran and as deputy chief of
the Basij Resistance Force.
Most remarkably, Hamedani, in
his capacity as commander of the
Mohammad Rasoul-Allah Division,
which is responsible for security
in Greater Tehran province, suppressed the widespread antigovernment rallies in the capital
following the June 2009 presidential election that was widely seen
as fraudulent.
According to IRGC commander
Major-General Mohammad-Ali
Jafari, it was that experience that
qualified Hamedani for “voluntarily moving to the region in 2011”
to advise the Syrian government
when protests against Assad
erupted.
It was during Hamedani’s watch
that the Basij organised its socalled Imam Hossein brigades with
the primary mission of subduing
urban unrest and anti-government
rallies. Jafari disclosed that in
Syria Hamedani organised similar
“people’s armies” to try to ensure
the survival of the regime.
In other words, Hamedani had a
solid record in the IRGC’s ground
forces, had never served in IRGC
al-Quds Force prior to his mission
in Syria in 2011 but was the highest
ranking IRGC field commander in
that country.
The full extent of the IRGC
ground forces involvement in Syria
is not known following persistent
reports that hundreds, and possibly thousands, of Iranian troops
have been sent to Syria.
Tehran has made no announcement on this issue and it has every
reason to play down Iran’s mount-

ing losses in a civil war in which it
claims it is not directly involved.
However, a survey of 137 identified
Iranian citizens killed in combat in
Syria since January 2013 shows an
increasing number of IRGC ground
force commanders.
Since June, combat deaths include Captain Hamed Javani of the
East Azerbaijan Ashoura Division,
killed in action in Idlib province on
June 26th. On July 13th, Colonel
Qassem Gharib, deputy commander of the Neynava Division,
was killed near Palmyra in central

The full
extent of
the IRGC
ground
forces
involvement
in Syria is
not known.

Iranian men carry the casket of Iran’s
Revolutionary Guards Corps Brigadier-General
Hossein Hamedani at Tehran’s Mehrabad
Airport, on October 9th.

Syria.
On August 30th, Ahmad Hayari,
commander of the Shoush Basij
Imam Hossein Brigade, was killed
in Latakia, a regime stronghold
in the north-west where Russian
forces are based. These are just
some of the regular IRGC fatalities
in 2015.
Shortly after Hamedani’s death,
General Hamid Mokhtarband,
chief of the Ahwaz-based Hazrat-e
Hojjat Armoured Brigade’s Combat
Team, and Farshad Hassounizadeh, his chief of staff, were killed
in combat.
The pattern in IRGC fatalities
provides indications of a new Iranian military deployment in Syria.
Al-Quds Force, the IRGC’s
expeditionary arm, which is active in Syria, Iraq, Lebanon and
elsewhere, is relatively small —
about 15,000 men. In the wake of
mounting al-Quds Force casualties
in regional conflicts, the IRGC has
had to deploy its regular Ground
Forces to Syria to bolster al-Quds
Force contingent.
This emerging deployment pattern in turn is rapidly changing the
characteristics of the IRGC itself
as it blurs the differences between
the missions of the IRGC’s ground
forces, whose primary task is to
protect the Iranian homeland
against external enemies and the
regime against domestic opponents, and that of the Quds Force,
which handles operations, invariably clandestine in nature, outside
Iran.
This means that, in effect, the
Syrian war is transforming the
entire IRGC into an expeditionary force. This is likely to increase
IRGC military interventions in
the Middle East in the future and
suggests that more Iranian forces
could be deployed in Syria.
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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Kurdish militia in Syria accused of war crimes
Ragheb Jbour

Hasakah, Syria

M

ahmoud Khalaf fled
with other villagers from the northeastern Syrian town
of Gharnata shortly
before a Syrian Kurdish militia attacked it, leaving old men behind to
protect it.
“As we fled, we saw columns of
smoke rising above the village as the
attacking militias burned down its
mud houses and arrested all the elderly who remained behind,” Khalaf
said from his new home in Qamishli, a Hasakah district.
In the village of Akrasha in the
suburbs of Qamishli’s Tal Hamis,
Um Yasser said she was forced out
of her home by invading Kurdish
militias.

Amnesty said
militiamen
threatened civilians
with coalition air
strikes if they did
not abandon their
homes.
“Men fled before the militias arrived so that they would not be
arrested or killed, leaving behind
women, children and the elderly,”
she said. “They asked us to leave but
we refused, so they sent in women
units who beat us and dragged many
women by their hair in the streets.”
“We had to leave,” the school
teacher said from her new home
on the edge of the Turkish town of
Urfa.
“It was evident that the Kurdish
militias wanted to purge the towns
of their Arab inhabitants.”
The testimony of Arabs who fled
their homes in northern Syria followed a report by Amnesty International (AI) that accused the Syrian
Kurdish militia, supported by the
United States, of war crimes by driv-

ing out thousands of non-Kurdish
civilians and demolishing their
homes.
The London-based watchdog said
it documented cases in more than
a dozen villages in Kurdish-controlled areas where residents were
forced to flee or had their homes
destroyed by the People’s Protection Units (YPG), which seized large
areas of northern Syria from Islamic
State (ISIS) militants.
AI senior crisis adviser Lama
Fakih said the organisation has “evidence of war crimes committed by
the YPG”.
“We know that individuals were
displaced unlawfully and their
property destroyed unlawfully,”
Fakih told The Arab Weekly in Beirut.
“We believe that these displacements were often done in retaliation
for alleged support for ISIS,” she
said. Fakih said thousands of people
had been forcibly displaced.
The YPG rejected the allegations,
claiming, “The Amnesty International report is arbitrary, biased and
unprofessional. It further said the
document is “dangerous, unethical
and unworthy of” the organisation.
The response included line-by-line
rebuttals of charges outlined in the
38-page AI report.
Among the accusations, Amnesty International said the forced
displacement of mostly non-Kurds
after the YPG captured villages in
northern Syria was often in retaliation for “residents’ perceived sympathies with or ties to members of
ISIS or other armed groups”.
The group said it interviewed 37
people who said they had experienced Kurdish abuses in Hasakah
and Raqqa provinces.
“They (YPG) pulled us out of our
homes and began burning them.
Then they brought the bulldozers
and they began demolishing the
homes,” one was quoted as saying.
Amnesty said militiamen threatened civilians with coalition air
strikes if they did not abandon their
homes.
AI quoted Ciwan Ibrahim, the

head of the Kurdish internal security force known as the Asayish, as
admitting there had been forced
displacements, however, they were
“isolated incidents” and that civilians had been moved for their own
safety.

AI senior crisis
adviser Lama Fakih
said the organisation
has “evidence of war
crimes committed
by the YPG”.
The YPG has proved the most effective partner on the ground for
a US-led air campaign against ISIS.
Asayish received military training
from the Americans.
The YPG previously denied Turkish accusations its members deliberately drove out Arab and Turkmen civilians from areas under its
control, especially Syria’s strategic
town of Tal Abyad, once a lifeline
for smuggled items to ISIS.
Mohannad al-Katae, a researcher
from Tal Hamis, said the “policy of
the burning land adopted by YPG
was based on the assumption that
ISIS was among the civilians whose
homes were destroyed or burned
down to ashes in a week-long battle”.
“It’s a systematic policy that aims
at intentionally changing the demographics of the area,” Katae said.
“This is evident when villagers in
Hajiyeh and Tal Khalil refused to
leave, at least 30 of them, including
women and children, were killed in
cold blood [at] the hands of YPG, although they’re not affiliated to any
group.
“But YPG considers all Arabs as
ISIS.”
Ragheb al-Jbour, a pseudonym
used for safety reasons, is an Arab
Weekly correspondent based in
north-eastern Syria. Samar Kadi,
The Arab Weekly’s Culture and
Lifestyle section editor, contributed
to this report.

2014 file photo shows YPG soldiers in Kobani, Syria.

The complex Russia-Iran partnership in Syria

View poi nt

Michael
Young

R

ecently, an article in
the German newsmagazine Der Spiegel
suggested that Russian
intervention in Syria
came in response to a
request by Syrian President
Bashar Assad’s regime motivated
by growing fear that the country
was falling under the complete
control of Iran.
The story, which cited a Russian official who had served in
the Damascus embassy, came out
as Reuters published a different
narrative. According to the news
service, intervention was motivated
by Iranian and Russian alarm at the
military setbacks suffered by Assad’s regime.
The decision to deploy was made
at a meeting between Russian
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov and
Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah
Ali Khamenei months ago and was
followed up by contacts in Moscow between Russian officials and
Major-General Qassem Soleimani,
commander of al-Quds Force of
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards
Corps.
The contrasting messages in the
articles underlined the complexity

Moscow and Tehran share
the aim of marginalising
the United States in the
Middle East.

of the Russian-Iranian relationship
in Syria, which is no less complex
than the Russian-Iranian relationship in general. It could well be that
both versions are correct. There
have been numerous reports that
Assad and his entourage are displeased with growing Iranian sway
over Syria. Yet that does not mean
that Russia and Iran will behave
as rivals in assisting the regime.
Indeed, the contrary is true: both
need each other.
It’s best not to go too far back
to understand current IranianRussian ties. That’s because Iran
had as many resentments against
Russia during the 20th century as
it did against the Western powers,
particularly Britain and the United
States.
For instance through the AngloRussian Convention of 1907, Russia
and Britain divided Persia into
zones of influence, a bitter blow to
Persian nationalists. And even after
a communist regime took over, the
Soviet Union continued to intercede
in Iranian affairs. After World War
II, the USSR, which had occupied
northern Iran in 1941, refused to
withdraw. Only an oil deal negotiated by Iran’s prime minister as well
as American pressure persuaded
Joseph Stalin to leave.
After the Iranian revolution in
1979, Iran and the Soviet Union
grew somewhat closer by virtue of
sharing common enemies. Today,
the historical baggage hasn’t disappeared but the calculations on both
sides are parallel. Moscow and
Tehran share the aim of marginalising the United States in the Middle
East, at a moment when the Obama

administration has disengaged from
the region.
The likelihood is that until Assad’s position is consolidated,
Iran and Russia will overlook their
differences of emphasis in Syria. Instead, each side may try to advance
its agenda quietly, profiting from
the vacuum in the country, while
avoiding any confrontation with the
other.
A division of labour is emerging in
Syria that makes such pragmatism
essential. Russia brings the military
technology and firepower that may
allow the Syrian regime to regain
territory. Iran brings with it a key
ground component of any counteroffensive: the Shia militias from
Lebanon, Iraq and Afghanistan, as
well as Iranian combatants.
The Iranians also have important
leverage through their influence
over the National Defence Force
(NDF), the predominantly Alawite
militia that Tehran was instrumental in creating. A recent report
in Lebanon’s As-Safir newspaper
suggested that Russia had asked the
Syrian regime to reduce the role of
the NDF and bring it under military
command.
This could not be confirmed and
it seems unlikely at this stage that
the Russians would press to dissolve
a main instrument of Iranian authority, despite the Syrians’ growing
animosity to the NDF, which has
broken up into criminal gangs.
However, in the medium and
long term Iran and Syria might well
disagree over two things: the kind of
Syria they would ultimately like to
put in place and Israel. Tehran is not
averse to a permanently fragmented

The delicate
interplay
of Russian
and Iranian
interests will
continue to
shape the
dynamics of
Syria’s war.

Syria, with the Assad regime controlling only the country’s heartland
— Damascus, the coast, the Homs
and Hama areas in between and the
border with Lebanon.
The Russians are certainly in
agreement with this for now. They
have no choice. However, in its
support for the Syrian state and
armed forces, and in its warnings
that a continued void in Syria would
have negative repercussions on
Russia itself, Moscow appears to be
defending the long-term integrity of
the Syrian state. Down the road this
could indicate that Russia would
prefer to gradually reconstitute a
unitary Syrian state.
Then there is Israel. One of Iran’s
objectives is to maintain an open
front with Israel on the Golan
Heights. It is doubtful that Russia would contribute to this. The
recent meeting between President
Vladimir Putin and Israeli Prime
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu
surely addressed the issue. Russia’s
relations with Israel are good and it
gains nothing by jeopardising them.
The delicate interplay of Russian
and Iranian interests will continue
to shape the dynamics of Syria’s
war. Collaboration will go in hand
with a certain level of competition.
But for now the endgame is distant.
As it gets closer, if it does, sharper
differences may surface over what
the aftermath in Syria should look
like.
Michael Young is a commentator
and analyst based in Beirut. He is
the author of The Ghosts of Martyrs’
Square: An Eyewitness Account of
Lebanon’s Life Struggle.
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Low voter turnout sparks debate in Egypt
Amr Emam

Cairo

T

he large number of candidates, a lack of information about them and
media campaigns against
some of them and their
parties deterred voters from turning out in the first phase of Egyptian parliamentary elections, political observers said.
Candidates and political parties
did not have enough time before
the election to campaign or make
themselves and their platforms
known to voters, they added.
“Candidates had less than 15 days
of campaigning before the elections,” said Mustafa Bakri, a journalist and a parliamentary hopeful.
“This was why most voters ended
up not knowing anything about
both the candidates and the political parties at the time of voting.”

The turnout,
according to
preliminary election
results, averaged
20-25%.
Nearly empty polling stations in
the 14 provinces of the first phase
of the parliamentary elections
shocked political observers and
pro-government media but heartened Egypt’s Islamist opposition —
primarily the Muslim Brotherhood
— which considered the low turnout to be an indication of declining
support for Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi.
Egypt was hoping that the first
phase of the parliamentary elections would produce a turnout similar to other recent votes, including
a referendum on a constitutional
declaration determining Egypt’s

transitional road map in March
2011.
But most voters stayed home.
Some internet activists compared
a photo of voters from the 2011 referendum with one from the first
phase of the current parliamentary
elections. The 2011 picture shows a
long line of voters outside a polling
station in the rain. The 2015 election photo shows a polling station
with no voters.
“I will go to the nearest polling station tomorrow,” one activist quipped on his Facebook page.
“The fact is that I am in a bad mood
and want to spend some time
alone.”
The low turnout was no joke
for the government, which on the
second day of voting allowed civil
servants to leave work at noon to
vote. In Alexandria, voters were offered free transport to polling stations.
But all this did little to entice
people to cast their ballots.
About 27 million Egyptians were
eligible to vote in the election’s first
phase October 17th and 18th. The
turnout, according to preliminary
election results, averaged 20-25%.
A pro-Brotherhood commentator told Al Jazeera the low turnout
shows that Egyptians were fed up
with Sisi.
“This is why I expect a new revolutionary wave to take place in
Egypt very soon,” Seif el-Din Abdel
Fattah told the Qatari channel.
This is, however, misleading
when it comes to the view on the
streets.
“Egyptians are tired of revolutions,” said Azmi Wahid, a taxi
driver in his early 50s. “We want to
eat, not to revolt.”
While TV hosts on pro-Sisi private channels urged Egyptians to
vote, Ahmed Atta, one of millions
of Egyptian youngsters who absented themselves from the vote,

went with a group of other football
fans to watch the training of their
favourite club, al-Ahli. Thousands
of other youths did the same thing.
Atta, a law school student, said
he was fed up with elections in
general.
“The other thing is that 46 independent candidates are contesting only four seats in my constituency,” said Atta, who lives in the
poor Giza province neighbourhood
of Embaba. “The problem is that I
do not know anything about any of
these candidates.”
About 2,500 independent candi-

dates contested 226 out of the 448
parliament seats specified for independents in the 14 provinces of the
first phase of the election, while
candidates in five party lists contested almost half of the 120 seats
specified for political parties.
Another vote in the first phase of
the election will be held for 368 independent candidates on October
27th and 28th, while the “For the
Love of Egypt” list, which contains
parties backing Sisi, is said to be
favoured to win the party vote in a
landslide.
The second phase of the parlia-

mentary elections are set for the
country’s other 13 provinces on November 22nd and 23rd.
“Political parties are nowhere
to be found on the streets,” said
Ahmed Nagui Qamha, a researcher
at local think-tank Al Ahram Centre
for Political and Strategic Studies.
“These parties need to go to the
doorsteps of the voters, and the independent candidates also need to
make themselves known to these
voters.”
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Why such low turnout in Egypt’s elections?
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Mohamed
Abu al-Fadl

V

oter turnout can be
used to judge the
political awareness
of a society but the
latest parliamentary
elections in Egypt
require different calculations.
While there was low participation during the first stage of the
vote, this is not necessarily proof
of the general support of those
calling for a boycott.
It would be hard to say that
there is little participation in these
elections when about 5,700 candidates are standing for parliament
and there have been large expenditures on political campaigns and
advertising. The fact that many
of the parliamentary candidates
are businessmen means that even
more money is being spent on
campaigns than usual.
Therefore, it is only natural
for some to be attracted to these
campaigns while many others
become frustrated and angered
and ultimately stay away from the
polling place.
There is also the issue of the
weakness of Egypt’s political parties, with tribal and family considerations in the country playing a
more important role, as evidenced
by the failure of the majority of
political parties to form viable
blocs and coalitions. Among those
that succeeded in forming elec-

Egypt needs a parliament.
Even if this parliament
does not meet the
people’s hopes.

A woman voter in Egypt’s parliamentary elections.
toral alliances, the coalitions are
fragile and may not last into the
tenure of the next parliament.
Egypt’s social and economic
problems also have an effect on
voter turnout. Because of general
frustration, some of those who
called for the boycott have tried
to blame low voter turnout on
the government. Senior Egyptian
officials acknowledged that the
country is facing major challenges
but said high voter turnout could
increase hope for reform.
As for those who called for the
boycott of the elections, they

actually have little presence on
the street. They are seeking to
increase the frustration of the
public, exploiting the situation
and blaming everything on the
government.
The return of candidates who
previously belonged to the dissolved National Democratic Party
(NDP) in an attempt to regain their
lost influence has frustrated many.
The weakness of new political parties has given former NDP figures
an opportunity to return to political life, as they have experience in
election battles and can use this to

Egypt’s
social and
economic
problems
also have
an effect
on voter
turnout.

attract support.
An election boycott would certainly be significant if more parties and voters were taking part in
the campaign.
No matter how low the turnout,
a parliament will be formed. Yes,
low turnout has political connotations but this does not detract
from the legitimacy of the next
parliament nor does it mean that
those who are boycotting have
significant influence on voters. In
fact, if they had any real presence,
they would have rushed to participate in the election process and
ensure their place in parliament.
But it seems they prefer slowing
the implementation of Egypt’s
transitional road map — of which
parliamentary elections are the
third stage — over participating
and possibly failing to win any
seats. In short, they would prefer
to use the parliamentary vacuum
as a stick to beat the regime with.
The government has gone all
out to push for political participation, even though some officials
acknowledged that the next parliament will likely not be a good
representation of the Egyptian
people’s desires.
Ultimately, however, this is a
necessary step; Egypt needs a
parliament. Even if this parliament does not meet the people’s
hopes, its presence is important
and perhaps will ensure that the
following parliament is more
representative.
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.
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Third ISIS branch emerges in Saudi Arabia
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

T

he Islamic State (ISIS)
claimed
responsibility
for an attack in which a
gunman killed five people, including a woman,
in a meeting hall in Saudi Arabia’s
largely Shia Eastern province.
In an online statement, a new
ISIS branch calling itself “Bahrain
Province” said it was behind the
October 16th attack in Saihat. Bahrain Province named the attacker
and said he used a rifle to attack
Shia worshippers.
“With the approval of God Almighty, the soldier of the caliphate
Shuja al-Dosari, may God accept
him, set his Kalashnikov upon one
of the apostate polytheists’ temples, as they finished their polytheist rituals,” the statement said in a
reference to the Shia observance of
Ashura. It is a commemoration of
the martyrdom at Karbala of Imam
Hussein, a figure revered within the
Shia-branch of Islam.
The statement went on to say
that “infidels will not be safe in the
peninsula of” the Prophet Mohammad.
According to Saudi authorities,
three ISIS operatives, driving a stolen taxi, were involved in the operation. Police killed one attacker and
arrested the other two.
Saudi authorities released additional information on the militant
killed in the shoot-out, revealing that he was in his 20s and was
wanted by local authorities after his
family reported him missing and
that he had embraced Islamic extremism. The officials did not name

him pending results of DNA tests.
Saudi Interior Ministry spokesman Major-General Mansour alTurki said the attacker was spotted
the evening of October 16th carrying a firearm and was “shooting
randomly at passers-by around
the mosque when a security patrol
at the site exchanged fire with the
shooter and killed him”.
ISIS has launched a number of
attacks in Saudi Arabia in the last
year, with the goal of stirring sectarian strife within the majority
Sunni kingdom.

A new ISIS branch
calling itself
“Bahrain Province”
said it was behind
the October 16th
attack.
In May, a suicide bomber attacked a Shia mosque in al-Qadeeh
village in Qatif province, killing 22
people. This was followed by an attack on the Imam Hussein mosque
in Dammam a week later that left
four people dead.
An ISIS-affiliated group calling
itself Najd Province, named after
the region around Riyadh, claimed
responsibility for the attacks as well
as a suicide bombing that killed 26
people at a Shia mosque in Kuwait
in June.
This has resulted in a crackdown
by Saudi authorities reminiscent of
its pursuit of al-Qaeda more than
ten years ago. In July, Saudi security authorities revealed that they
had thwarted a number of operations sponsored by ISIS while arresting more than 400 individuals
allegedly affiliated with it.

Saudi Shia worshippers gather in a hussainiya, a Shia hall used for commemorations, in the mainly
Shia coastal town of Qatif, 400 kilometres east of Riyadh.
Among the operations the Interior Ministry said it thwarted was a
potential suicide bombing at a large
mosque in the kingdom’s Eastern
province, with a capacity to hold
3,000 worshippers. The ministry
revealed that other mosques and
diplomatic and security targets
were on ISIS’s agenda.
ISIS has been exceptionally successful in its ability to recruit members globally and the Gulf Cooperation Council states have been no

exception. This has prompted authorities in Saudi Arabia to arrest a
number of individuals involved in
establishing and maintaining militant websites and social media accounts.
The crackdown has also led to independent activists in Saudi Arabia
joining the fight in cyberspace by
launching an organised campaign
designed to identify ISIS social
media accounts and subsequently
closing them down. The online

campaign has shuttered more than
300 accounts belonging to ISIS or
its sympathisers.
Saudi Arabia’s air force is actively
participating in the US-led bombing strikes against ISIS insurgents
in Syria, marking the first time
since the 1991 Gulf War that Arab
states have joined US-led military
action.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The Arab Weekly.

The retrofit revolution takes hold in Dubai
Krishna Kumar

Dubai

S

aving energy and protecting the environment are
increasingly topping government priorities in fastdeveloping countries, including the United Arab Emirates,
where “green building” practices
are gaining momentum to achieve
the country’s sustainable development goals.
Retrofitting buildings constructed decades ago without consideration of environment-related issues
is a key concern for the Emirates
Green Building Council (EmiratesGBC) in Dubai where it is estimated

that 30,000 of the 120,000 older
buildings have a high energy-saving
potential and can be refitted.
It is a trend that is growing rapidly
in the other Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) states as well, according to
EmiratesGBC Chairman Saeed alAbbar.
“Green building councils in the
region are promoting the concept
of retrofitting. Further, the governments across the GCC are now placing increasing emphasis on building
environment sustainability,” Abbar
said.
He said retrofitting often involves the installation of energysaving products on older systems,
including lighting, water and air
conditioning, to reduce energy consumption. Lighting retrofits include

replacing non-efficient lamps with
LED lights, while water retrofits imply use of low-flow faucets.
However, solid planning for retrofitting buildings is a prerequisite.
“It includes setting goals, selecting
a team that will lead the process and
benchmarking energy and water
consumption levels and operating
conditions, at least over the last 12
months,” Abbar said, noting that the
EmiratesGBC recently introduced
Technical Guidelines for Retrofitting Existing Buildings, a handbook
in English that will soon be available in Arabic.
“The handbook highlights 31 retrofit methods that a building owner,
operator and end-user can adopt to
increase energy and water savings,
improve occupant comfort and

Experts keep records and track all the data which are monitored closely in retrofit energy projects.

well-being and also increase the
longevity of the existing building,”
he said.
Retrofitting of existing buildings
has been undertaken in several
parts of the UAE. The Dubai Electricity and Water Authority will be
refitting seven buildings and replacing the lighting at power stations
in Jebel Ali and Al Awir. “This will
reduce energy consumption by 68%
and prevent 6,286 tonnes of carbon
dioxide emissions a year,” Abbar
pointed out.
Etihad ESCO and Economic Zones
World (EZW), the parent company
of Jebel Ali Free Zone, have completed the first phase of an energysaving project and UAE telecom
operator Etisalat is retrofitting 368
buildings.
The key benefit of retrofitting
buildings is cost savings of up to
20%. “There are also specific benefits that apply to particular building
typologies, such as improved productivity for commercial buildings
and better health for residential
buildings,” Abbar said.
“An estimated 30,000 buildings
(in Dubai) have been earmarked
as ideal retrofit candidates and are
required to reduce their energy
consumption by 30% by 2030,” he
added.
Ali al-Suwaidi, from the Middle
East Facility Management Association, underlined the role of facility
management professionals in the
retrofitting process.
“We are consuming more power
compared to other countries and
there is a lot of room for savings,”
he said, stressing that improving
energy efficiency while maintaining the building’s value can be done
with the help of professional management.
“We try to help the government
introduce legislation covering quality control, design, health and safety parameters but the biggest challenge for the retrofit industry is the
lack of benchmarking information,

without which one cannot measure
energy consumption. Meters and
submeters have to be installed to
track down energy waste,” Suwaidi
said.
In the UAE, energy consumption
figures typically fall 20-30% after
the retrofit has been completed, according to Stuart Harrison, support
services director of Emrill Energy.
“One of the first things we do at
Emrill Energy is install data-gathering sensors and adapt the Building Management System (BMS) to
become more intelligent,” Harrison
said. “It literally learns and adapts
to any changes in the building in
real time, while maximising energy
savings.

The key benefit of
retrofitting
buildings is cost
savings of up to 20%.

“This is managed through a central command centre, which keeps
records and tracks all the data that
are monitored and managed by experts in retrofit energy projects.”
However, the market has been
slow to pick up on retrofit projects
and finance has been difficult to
come by, Harrison noted.
“Even if banks are willing to engage, the cost of borrowing the
money for retrofit projects is often
prohibitive. Taking all these factors
into consideration, Emrill Energy
made a conscious decision to offer
funding to give this important segment a much-needed kick-start,” he
said.
“We start by doing a basic assessment of the building, followed by an
investment grade audit and a design
to save up to 30% of building energy
costs. We then propose to fund the
project over a five-year period and
we share the savings, which allows
both parties to enjoy the benefits.”
Krishna Kumar is a Dubai-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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Violence in Jerusalem

I

n the wake of the recent flare-up of inter-communal violence in
Jerusalem, new walls and concrete barriers are rising in predominantly Arab East Jerusalem, blocking roads to and from Arab
neighbourhoods in the city, which is home to Muslim, Christian and
Jewish holy sites.

The closures, which are described as temporary, could lead to a de
facto partition of Jerusalem, a paradoxical turn of events that contradicts
the long-time pledge by Israel’s right-wing politicians to keep “Jerusalem
united”. It is increasingly clear that what they really mean is keeping
Jerusalem “under Israeli domination”, even if that means walling off parts
of the city and making life unbearable for its Palestinian residents. By the
same token, they can quash Palestinian hopes of some day establishing the
capital of their future state in the eastern part of Jerusalem.
The Arab neighbourhoods of East Jerusalem, which under Israeli rule
have suffered from poor infrastructure and lack of educational and social
services, will suffer further from the closures. Some Arab neighbourhoods will be cut off from the West Bank at the same time that the
separation barrier already isolates one-third of East Jerusalem’s residents
from the rest of the city.
Tensions sparked over suspicions that Israel was considering a change
in the status quo of Jerusalem’s Old City, including access to al-Aqsa
mosque, the third holiest shrine of Islam, which is on the same site as
the Jews’ sacred Temple Mount and Western Wall.

Despite the Israeli government’s denial of any intent to alter the status
quo, the provocative behaviour of Jewish settlers has ratcheted up tensions.
It did not help that members of Binyamin Netanyahu’s governing coalition
have been pushing for “Jewish prayer rights at the Temple Mount”.
Israel’s history of unilaterally changing the situation in the West Bank
through the illegal expansion of settlements does not give much credence to
its pledges to respect international law, especially given that Israeli settlers
have for years been encroaching on East Jerusalem itself.
The international community should not allow Israel to use the current
wave of violence as an excuse to make life even more miserable for
Palestinians in East Jerusalem. Many hard-line Israelis might think that
could encourage more Palestinians to leave, thus opening East Jerusalem
to more Jewish settlers.
More than 300,000 Palestinians live in East Jerusalem but they can lose
their residency permits at the whim of Israeli authorities. They have even
fewer rights than the 1.7 million Arabs who are actual Israeli citizens but
who are reminded every day of their status as second-class citizens.
If a recent poll by Israel’s Maariv newspaper is any measure, Palestinians
in Jerusalem, as well as Arab citizens of Israel, have reason to worry. The
poll indicates that a majority of Israelis support not only the separation of
Jewish neighbourhoods from Arab neighbourhoods in East Jerusalem, but
also collective punishment measures, including “an economic boycott of
Israeli Arabs” and the transfer of Palestinians from the West Bank to
Jordan.
Israel must make clear that it will not change the status quo of Jerusalem under any circumstances until final status negotiations are held and a
comprehensive peace is reached.
As UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon said before travelling to the
region, “Walls, checkpoints, harsh responses by the security forces and
house demolitions cannot sustain the peace” that Israel says it wants.
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Damascus now plays
bit-part role in Syria conflict

R

ussia’s entry to the
crowded field of
mercenaries and
international powers
fighting in Syria has
been criticised by
many and hailed by others.
Stephen Starr
Among the foreign elements
bent on blowing Syria to pieces
are Iran, Hezbollah, the Abu Fadal
Al-Abbas brigade, the Islamic
State (ISIS) and the troupe of Arab
and international men fighting
against the Assad regime.
But Russia’s entry to the theatre
dwarfs all others both in terms of
symbolism and firepower. A
permanent member of the UN
Security Council and
international power taking a
stand on Syria may turn out to be
either extremely foolhardy or a
shrewd move.
Moscow says it entered the war
to fight ISIS but the reality has
proved very different with
Russian air strikes chiefly
attacking rebel positions north of
Hama and in Idlib province in the
north-west — territory controlled
by the arch-enemies of President
Bashar Assad’s regime in
Damascus. And how Assad needs
this.
Though revolutionaries and
Syrian opposition groups must be
at a loss to understand why the
world continues to stand by as
their once-peaceful uprising has
been so completely hijacked, the
intervention of Russia into the
Syria war will help bring about a
lasting negotiated settlement in
the future.
The reason for this is that it
further sidelines and lessens the
role of the one element — the
Syrian regime — that refuses to
bend in any meaningful way.
There’s a long line of proof that
depicts the Syrian government’s
unwillingness to negotiate or
participate to any serious degree
in good faith. In late 2011,
Damascus, with great trepidation
and disdain, agreed to allow Arab
League observers into the country
to monitor events on the ground,
including the removal of
government troops from
In more than four
civilian areas.
years of war, the
Within a month,
however, the observer
Damascus regime
team fled the country
because “a harsh new
has not escaped
government crackdown
unscathed.
made it too dangerous to
proceed”, said the Arab
League. Then came the
United Nations’ attempts
to halt the violence,
drafting the estimable Kofi Annan
into the role of negotiator. Similar

results emerged. Then on to
Geneva I and II as thousands were
slaughtered and millions forced
from their homes. The Assad
regime continued to act without
any degree of seriousness.
In more than four years of war,
the Damascus regime has not
escaped unscathed. Early on, it
depended on lines of credit from
Iran to maintain a failing
economy and manpower from
Hezbollah to shore up defections
and deserting. But with
thousands of young Syrian men
now fleeing the almost certain
death or injury of military
conscription and the war
dragging on, the entry of outside
powers has proved a saving grace
for Assad.
However, this comes at a cost.
With outsiders, including Shia
Iran, taking on increasingly
important roles in the war,
Damascus’ grip on its own
country is fading fast. Iranian
generals belonging to the elite
Islamic Revolutionary Guards
Corps essentially run operations
around Aleppo while Hezbollah’s
role in securing the SyrianLebanese border has been crucial
to cutting the link between
northern Lebanon and rebels in
the city of Homs.
What is more, both Iran and
Hezbollah have lost key military
men in Syria recently and Syria is
proving to be a graveyard for
some of the most ruthless
murderers in the region.
With Assad ceding more and
more control to outsiders, it is
increasingly becoming a bit-part
player in what is now a de facto
international conflict. Some day
in the future the major elements
involved in the Syria conflict will
be forced to sit around a table to
hammer out a peace deal. Russia,
Iran, Saudi Arabia and Western
states will be there, as well as
representatives of the Assad
regime. But the latter’s role and
influence will be greatly
diminished and it is likely it
would be forced to accept
conditions dictated not by its
opponents, but by its supporters.
The latest headlines may focus
on Russia’s full-blown entry to
the Syrian war. Perhaps attention
is better paid to what this means
for the Damascus regime and just
how weak it is becoming.
Stephen Starr is an Irish
journalist who lived in Syria from
2007-12. He is the author of Revolt
in Syria: Eye-Witness to the
Uprising (Oxford University Press,
2012).
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Why not declare Palestine’s statehood?

I

recently asked a former
official of the Palestine
Liberation Organisation
(PLO) why the Palestinians
don’t simply declare the
territory they control a state
as they have long aspired to do.
Claude Salhani
The so-called peace talks with
Israel aren’t going anywhere, the
current US administration has no
interest in trying to mediate peace
between the two sides. And, with
the United States out of the
picture, there is no one else in a
position to apply pressure on
Israel.
“We have,” said the official. “In
fact, we have declared Palestine a
state on several occasions.”
And?
“No interest from the international community.”
The Palestinians declared their
independence in 1988. Then there
was an attempt to be recognised
by the UN Security Council in
2012. However, the only state to
emerge seems to be one of
confusion.
The Palestinians have been
lingering in a political twilight
zone, wandering in international
limbo, existing in a state of
despair but still without a state,
proper.
By and large this has been the
case since 1948 when Israel was
created and British Mandate
Palestine ceased to exist. Along
with the creation of the Jewish
state came one of the world’s
largest refugee problems and a
political climate that would pave
the way for the mayhem that
permeates the region today.
What is the correlation between
the Palestinian issue and the wars
being waged in Syria and Iraq? A
number of Arab leaders, such as
Syria’s, for example,
continued to rule through
The Palestinians
martial law and states of
have been lingering
emergency, claiming the
was still at war.
in a political twilight country
The Israeli-Palestinian
dispute has contributed
zone.
— indirectly — to the
precarious political
situation that persists
across the region. There
was a time in the Middle East
when the Palestinian cause was
considered sacred to all Arabs.
That was before civil wars

Young Palestinian women bring supply of stones during clashes with Israeli troops.
erupted in Syria, Iraq, Libya and
Yemen — the four most pro-Palestinian countries in the Arab world.
Their preoccupation with more
pressing matters at home further
secluded the Palestinians in their
quest for support as they pressed
for statehood.
In the absence of the state, the
Palestinian Authority (PA) is
supposed to rule over the territories. But that is in principle. The
PA is supposed to rule over the
West Bank and the Gaza Strip but
the reality is quite different as the
PA holds very little authority. The
West Bank remains under Israeli
military occupation and the Gaza
Strip is in the control of Hamas
and under Israel political, military
and economic siege.

The Palestinians should have
by now reached the point of statehood but at every hint that the PA
might declare the formation of a
Palestinian state, Israel objects,
the United States intervenes in
Israel’s favour and the world
community turns a blind eye once
again as more injustice unfolds.
Given the socio-political and
economic situations in the
territories for the Palestinians
living under Israeli military
occupation, the ingredients are
there for confrontation. Periodically the pot boils over and
another intifada breaks out. It
would appear that the Palestinian
territories have reached that
point once again.
As the reality of the bleak

future for Palestinians that lies
ahead is compounded with
practically no possibility or
prospect for advancement in
their society, no real job opportunities other than menial ones, the
climate becomes ripe for violence. At that point all that’s
missing is a trigger, which is
inevitably coming.
The current situation, compiled
with mistreatment and humiliation suffered by Palestinians at
Israeli checkpoints, provides
more ingredients to throw into
the pot of discontent. Now sit
back and watch the pot boil over.
Claude Salhani is the Opinion
editor of The Arab Weekly. Follow
him on Twitter @Claudesalhani.

Living up to the Nobel Peace Prize

T

he Nobel Peace Prize
for 2015 was awarded
to the Tunisian
National Dialogue
Quartet for several
reasons.
First and foremost was the
Alaya Allani
exceptional role played by this
quartet, comprised of the Tunisian
General Labour Union, the
Tunisian Union of Industry, Trade
and Handicrafts, the Tunisian
Human Rights League and the
Tunisian Bar Association in saving
the democratic experiment in
Tunisia from an almost certain
death.
Second, the Tunisian people at
large succeeded in overcoming
their divisions by adopting a
consensual constitution and
successfully holding transparent
elections according to
international standards.
The state institutions and the
democratic opposition
successfully withstood
The Quartet can
vicious attempts to turn
the country into another
claim the credit for
Somalia. The Tunisian
convincing the
National Dialogue Quartet
was indicative of the role
Islamists to
played by Tunisian civil
relinquish power.
society, which proved to be
much stronger than that of
the political parties.
We have to remember
that the Quartet was
established in 2013 to prevent
Islamists, represented at the time

by the main Islamist party,
Ennahda Movement, from
overrunning the power structure
in the country. The Quartet was
successful in imposing new rules
for the political game in Tunisia,
starting with the formation of a
government composed essentially
of technocrats and entrusted with
the mission of organising free and
transparent elections.
At the time, the Ennahda
Movement was adamantly
opposed to the Quartet’s initiative
but quickly changed positions and
accepted it following the fall of the
Islamist president Muhammad
Morsi and his government in
Egypt. The political establishment
and the wider civil society
expected the Islamist movement
to carry out profound reforms in
its ideology and political
orientations. However, there have
been no profound changes in the
ideology of the Islamists despite
the apparent changes in the
political discourse.
The Tunisian National Dialogue
Quartet did the right thing when it
intervened in the country’s
political scene and thus averted a
looming civil war amid an increase
in terrorist activity. The Quartet
can claim the credit for convincing
the Islamists to relinquish power
in favour of a government of
independent technocrats. It was
the first of a series of daring
initiatives that led the country to a

peaceful and democratic transfer
of power and thus fully deserving
the Nobel Peace Prize. We should
not think that the Quartet’s
mission has been accomplished.
On the contrary, the Quartet
continues to have a role to play as
long as there continue to be
political parties that exploit
religion for political purposes.
What is also needed today is not
just for Tunisia to live up to the
prestige of this valuable prize but
also for the country to concretely
translate its significance into real
acts. This can be done through
several courses of action. First,
peace and security must be
maintained, which will give the
Tunisian government the
necessary conditions to deal
deliberately and in a reasoned
manner with the aftermath
political assassinations and
assassination attempts witnessed
recently.
Second, the country must go
back to working diligently.
Productivity must improve in all
areas of the economy so that the
world knows that, since its
inception, this generous Tunisian
land is capable of becoming a
regional beacon of hope and
change for the better.
Third, foundations for a new
consensual approach in politics
must be laid. All political actions
and initiatives must draw their
legitimacy from the constants in

the constitution, particularly the
preservation of the modern
progressive character of the
Tunisian society. Upholding such a
societal model constitutes an
impenetrable rampart against the
return of extremism and
terrorism.
Fourth, both liberal and leftist
tendencies in Tunisia must adopt a
more pragmatist and less
ideological approach to the
country’s numerous problems.
The liberal democrats must adopt
a more realistic and pragmatic
approach by really being present
in the field and listening to the real
concerns of average citizens and
by enacting fairer tax reforms.
On the other hand, the leftists
must update their traditional
political discourse, relinquish the
concept of the welfare state and
put forward realistic and
convincing alternatives capable of
striking the difficult balance
between income growth and more
employment opportunities.
Lastly, Tunisia must capitalise
on its being in the international
spotlight once again to attract
more investments and more
tourists. A serious marketing plan
around the Nobel Peace Prize must
be worked out.
Alaya Allani is an expert on
Islamic extremism. He teaches at
the University of Manouba in
Tunis.
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‘Haji’ Putin’s the talk of Iraq but Abadi keeps US ties
Harvey Morris

London

I

t is barely a month since Russia’s upper house of parliament unanimously granted
President Vladimir Putin permission to deploy air power in
Syria against forces of the Islamic
State (ISIS) at the request of the
Bashar Assad regime.
A specific objective was to prevent the spread of ISIS-inspired
fundamentalism to Russia and its
former Soviet neighbours, now the
southern rim of the Russian Federation where Islamic forces are once
again battling Moscow, reviving the
Chechen wars of the 1990s.
Thousands of Russian Muslims
have joined ISIS, known also by the
Arabic acronym Daesh, and some
have returned home, according to
Sergei Ivanov, the Kremlin chief of
staff.

In Baghdad, it is not
US President Barack
Obama but “Haji”
Putin who is the talk
of the town.
“It does not take a clairvoyant
to realise that such people will
keep on coming back to Russia,”
he said on September 30th. “Thus,
we should pre-empt them and act
while they are far away, rather than
put off dealing with the problem
for later, after they have got back to
Russia.”
There was no mention of Iraq,
however, where presumably the
extensive ISIS caliphate presents
an equal threat to Russia. There,
it is the United States and an international coalition backed by more
than 60 countries that are carrying
out air strikes against the jihadists,
albeit with modest impact.
In Baghdad, however, it is not US
President Barack Obama but “Haji”
Putin who is the talk of the town,
as Iraqis — or at least the majority
Shia — welcome the arrival of a new

potential saviour.
Reporting from Najaf on the sudden upsurge in pro-Putin sentiment, the New York Times quoted
Shia parliamentarian Ibrahim Bahr
al-Ulum as saying: “What the people in the street care about is how
to get Daesh out of Iraq. Now they
feel Russia is more serious than the
United States.”
Moscow may not yet have joined
the fight in Iraq but it is fostering a
tighter relationship with Baghdad,
possibly in anticipation of such an
eventuality.
For the time being, Washington
remains Iraq’s dominant strategic
partner. On the day that the Russian upper house gave the green
light for Putin’s air strikes in Syria,
Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi met US Vice-President Joe Biden
on the margin of the UN General
Assembly in New York to reaffirm
their commitment to equipping
and training forces to combat ISIS.
Perhaps to underline that the
United States is not the only friend
in the fight, Abadi also found time
the same day to meet Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad
Zarif.
Since the Russian air campaign
began September 30th, Iraqi officials have been quoted as saying that Iran was instrumental in
encouraging Putin to launch the
intervention on behalf of their ally
Assad. The anonymous officials
said Major-General Qassem Soleimani, commander of Iran’s elite Quds
Force, went to Moscow in July to
persuade the Russian leader that
air strikes against ISIS were imperative. Neither the Kremlin nor Tehran has officially confirmed that
such a meeting took place.
Three days before the launch of
the air campaign, the Abadi government announced that Iraq, Russia,
Iran and Syria had agreed to form
a joint intelligence committee in
Baghdad to harmonise efforts to
fight ISIS. That caught American officials on the back foot, raising the
prospect of a Russian-led initiative,
grouping three Shia-led states and
operating out of the Iraqi capital,
and ostensibly sidelining Washington. Their only option was to quib-

Talk of the town. Russian President Vladimir Putin as he welcomes Iraqi Prime Minister Haider
al-Abadi in Moscow, last May.
ble about the inclusion of Syria.
“We recognise that Iraq has an
interest in sharing information on
[ISIS] with other governments in
the region who are also fighting
[ISIS],” US Army Colonel Steve Warren, the US military spokesman in
Baghdad, said. “We do not support
the presence of Syrian government
officials who are part of a regime
that has brutalised its own citizens.”
Speaking September 28th in New
York, Abadi defended the intelligence agreement and, sounding like
a man who had been well briefed in
advance on Moscow’s subsequent
justification for intervention, added: “During the past three months,
there has been an interest by Russia
to fight Daesh, as many terrorists

It is also a possibility
that Iraq is trying to
put pressure on its
American ally to
provide even more
robust support to
Baghdad.
who are fighting with it are Russian
who would return to Russia to carry
out terrorist acts.”
Russia likes to stress that it only
intervenes when it receives a legal
request from an internationally recognised government. A principal
difference in the approach of the
Western allies and Russia was that
“they do not comply with interna-

tional law, while we do”, according
to Ivanov.
Abadi welcomed the Russian air
strikes in Syria and said at the outset that he would welcome similar
action in Iraq. However, he had yet
to discuss operations with Russian
officials. “It’s a possibility. If we
get the offer we’ll consider it and I
would welcome it.”
It is also a possibility that Iraq is
trying to put pressure on its American ally to provide even more robust support to Baghdad.
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.

Sunni tribes split over ISIS
Jamal J. Halaby

Amman

M

embers of the Albu
Ajeel tribe in Iraq’s
Saladin
province
threw their lot behind Islamic State
(ISIS) militants who invaded and
captured their north-central area
in June 2014.
Two months later, the al-Jughaifa
tribe in the Sunni Muslim heartland of Anbar province formed an
armed force that has since been
resisting ISIS, baring the jihadists
from entering Haditha.
The stark contrast underlines a
split in loyalties among tribes in
territories the ISIS controls in Iraq
and Syria. The two countries are
home to clans from various sects
and ethnicities but ISIS considers
non-Sunni Muslims to be infidels
and has instead focused on recruiting from among fellow Sunnis.
In Syria, the country’s approximately 15 Sunni tribes account
for about 15% of the population,
although many Syrian Sunnis are
not affiliated with a tribe. In Iraq,
tribal allegiance is important for
the country’s Sunni minority and
the ruling rival Shia majority.
Abdul-Aziz al-Taei, a criminal
law professor at Baghdad’s Al
Rasheed University College, said
there were several factors that
made Sunni tribes in Syria and Iraq
fertile ground for ISIS.
“Most significantly is the protection and economic perks which

the jihadists offer, the fear factor
by intimidating and killing people
and the social injustice that isolated many Sunni tribes in Syria and
Iraq and left them susceptible to
Daesh,” Taei said, using the Arabic
acronym for ISIS.
“Tribes are crucial in the fabric
of Arab society and they simply
can’t be ignored”.
In the book The Thistle and the
Drone: How America’s War on Terror Became a Global War on Tribal
Islam, Pakistani author Akbar
Ahmed explained how tribal iden-

tity was a critical factor in the recruitment of the hijackers in the
September 11, 2001, attacks on
the United States. He argued that
al-Qaeda leader Osama bin Laden
“was joined in his movement primarily by his fellow Yemeni tribesmen,” ten of whom came from the
Asir tribes.
Haian Dukhan and Sinan Hawat,
authors of a study on ISIS’s relations with eastern Syria’s tribes, argued that tribal groups who live in
border areas between states forge
tight relations to others, even mili-

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

tants, providing them with protection and support. They wrote that
Iraq’s al-Qaeda sent in Syrian fighters and Iraqi guerrilla warfare experts when the Syrian revolution
started in 2011.
ISIS’s focus on winning over tribal support follows in the footsteps
of former Syrian president Hafez
Assad, father and predecessor of
Bashar Assad. Under the elder Assad, tribes were “co-opted” with
official posts and subsidies and
“were part of the formidable populist powers that shored up the regime”, Dukhan and Hawat wrote.
In exchange, they backed the
government in confrontations
with the fundamentalist Muslim
Brotherhood and Kurds seeking
autonomous rule. But the relationship withered with the economic
opening under the younger Assad,
which meant fewer state jobs and
rising resentment.
“ISIS attempted to fill the gap
created by the withdrawal of
the state. It provided an alternative structure of clientelism and
patronage,” Dukhan and Hawat
wrote.
The jihadists also made the cost
of disloyalty high. In 2014, when
Syria’s Sunni al-Shaitat tribe rose
up against ISIS, it slaughtered
more than 900 of its members in
one go in Syria’s north-eastern Deir
ez-Zor province.
In Iraq, similar dynamics are at
work, with some tribes inclined to
support ISIS because of their anger
at being sidelined following the
2003 US-led invasion that toppled
dictator Saddam Hussein.

The post-war civil US administration and subsequent Shia-dominated Iraqi governments “isolated
Sunni tribes, designated us enemies and stripped us of all benefits, like social status and posts in
the government, army and police,”
said Saleh al-Jughaifa, 54, a Haditha tribal leader.

In Iraq, tribal
allegiance is
important for the
country’s Sunni
minority and the
ruling rival Shia
majority.
“As a result, many tribesmen
joined Daesh to get revenge from
the state,” Jughaifa said.
Among those who have joined
ISIS is the Albu Ajeel tribe, which
has been accused of participating
in the 2014 massacre of up to 1,700,
mostly Shia, army recruits at Iraq’s
Camp Speicher that rattled the Iraqi government.
Sheikh Nawaf al-Dulaimi, from
the Dulaim tribe, with more than 3
million people one of Iraq’s largest
tribes, insisted that loyalty to ISIS
is evenly split within the tribe in
Iraq and Syria.
“There is no clan or tribe in its
entirety that pledged allegiance
to ISIS or other militant groups in
Syria or in Iraq,” Dulaimi said.
“There are some individuals
within the tribes or clans who support them but they do not represent their whole tribe or clan.”
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Lebanon eyes share in sanctions-free Iran
Abdel-Rahman Ayas
Beirut

L

ebanon is counting on
doubling trade with Iran
a short time after the Islamic Republic is relieved
of Western economic sanctions, while circles friendly with
Tehran call for a revival of some
of its old promises, including the
army’s provision with weapons.
Iran is stepping up efforts to implement a landmark nuclear deal by
January to benefit from sanctions
relief, with European companies
lining up for what could prove to be
the most attractive opportunity in
frontier markets globally.
On October 18th, Iran is to begin
taking steps to meet its obligations
under the July nuclear accord and
the United States will issue waivers for specific sanctions. However,
the defining moment will come
when the International Atomic Energy Agency verifies that Tehran
has taken the steps outlined in the
agreement.
Lebanon counts on doubling its
$100 million annual trade with Iran,
according to sources at the Beirut
Chamber of Commerce, Industry
and Agriculture. However, banking
ties, broken due to curtailing sanctions imposed by the United States
on Tehran in 2007 to curb its nuclear ambitions, must first be restored.

Lebanon is counting
on doubling trade
with Iran after the
Islamic Republic is
relieved of Western
economic sanctions.
“Lebanon banks had to sever
their ties with the Iranian banks,
fearing US retaliation if they didn’t,”
a source with the Association of
Banks in Lebanon said. “Restoration of banking ties is crucial for
any later dealings to go forward.”

Iran, founder and financer of
Lebanon’s militant Hezbollah, is
widely seen as interfering in the
smaller country’s domestic affairs,
while Saudi Arabia supports moderate political factions.
A source at the Ministry of Energy played down positive effects
about Iran’s return to the world oil
market on Lebanese citizens’ energy bills. “While oil prices fell by
more than 50% worldwide since
June 2014, Lebanon’s energy bill
shrank by 35% only,” the source
told The Arab Weekly.

If the sanctions
are lifted, Iran’s
economy is expected
to expand in 2016.
“Reasons include a murky
pricing mechanism in Lebanon
whereby government taxes and
the shares of gasoline wholesalers
and retailers remain untouched,”
the source said. “While Iran’s imminent return to world oil markets
is likely to lower prices further, but
a lowering in the Lebanese energy
bill, if it happened, is almost certainly going to be a fraction only.”
The Lebanese Businessmen Associations, known by its French initials RDCL, is preparing for visits to
Iran. The first visit will be followed
by sector-oriented visits, RDCL
LBA President, Fouad Zmokhol
said at a news conference. He noted that Iran has $100 billion worth
of companies listed on the Tehran
Stock Exchange. “Many companies
are run well and are attractive to
Lebanese businessmen,” he said.
Adnan Kassar, head of Lebanon’s
Economic Associations, advised in
July that any Lebanese business
visit to Tehran should be well prepared. “Lifting the sanctions will
be a good opportunity for both
countries. Iran has 80 million people and its economy is the second
largest in the region after its Saudi
counterpart,” he said. “But any
visit should be prepared for in ac-

Banking on Iran. Stock market activity boards at the stock exchange in Tehran.
cordance with the pace of lifting
sanctions.”
An economist close to Hezbollah said Lebanon should work on
reviving Iranian promises to invest
in its electricity sector and provide
its army with weapons. “The plans
didn’t go through because of the
sanctions, but should be pushed
through with a sanctions-free Iran,
especially in terms of electricity
investments, obviously very much
needed in Lebanon,” he said
In 2012, Iran proposed to sell Lebanon electricity at reduced prices.

Tehran offered to provide Lebanon
with 200-400 megawatts of electricity as the Lebanese faced increased
rationing of their supply. Two years
later, a senior Iranian official said
Tehran would supply the Lebanese
Army with military equipment to be
used in fighting armed groups.
If the sanctions are lifted, Iran’s
economy is expected to expand in
2016 when oil production, oil exports, auto production and expansion of trade increase. Iran’s stock
market stands at $96.6 billion. The
Tehran Stock Exchange rose 130%

in 2013 and another 33% last November.
However, a government source
warned, “Iran is likely to continue
paying heavily for its involvement
in the Syrian war, through its own
Revolutionary Guards, through Iraqi Shia militiamen or through Lebanon’s Hezbollah,” he said.
“Even if its economy booms,
Lebanon shouldn’t expect much
from an economy at war.”
Abdel-Rahman Ayas is a
Beirut-based business writer.

Lebanon’s harsh reality: The end of compromise

View poi nt
Michael
Young

M

any argue that
the conflicts in
the Middle East
represent the
end of the
Sykes-Picot
agreement of 1916. Countries,
such as Syria and Iraq in particular, are fragmenting, therefore
borders drawn by the colonial
powers to subdivide the former
Ottoman empire are no longer
valid.
That may be true, even if
Sykes-Picot was never really
implemented. However, a more
accurate conclusion is that states
themselves, built on unjust and
defective social contracts, are collapsing from within, regardless
of what happens to their boundaries. What we are witnessing is
less the final nail in the coffin of
the region’s colonial legacy than
the seminal failure of the political
orders that came afterward.
In this context one country,
Lebanon, holds an anomalous
position. The foundations of the
Lebanese social contract put
in place in 1943, known as the
National Pact, were surprisingly
durable, even through years of
war. Those foundations, outlining a system of sectarian

Lebanon has often
been regarded as the
personification of state
breakdown.

power-sharing, have also created
a fairly liberal order, albeit one
that has been dysfunctional.
Sectarian power-sharing predated 1943, however. Its roots can
be found in the arrangements for
Ottoman Mount Lebanon dating
from the 1830s, through to the
Mutasarrifiyya that followed the
civil war of 1860 and, after that,
political practice put in place during the French Mandate.
Lebanon has often been
regarded as the personification
of state breakdown. Its civil war
of 1975-90 seemed to illustrate
the country’s impossibility. Yet
Lebanon put in place a system
in which society and sects were
stronger than the state. This
meant that when the state collapsed sects were able to fill the
void, reviving the shell
of the state once the conflict
ended.
This has made for an incidental state, to the chagrin of many
Lebanese. But it has also led to
the introduction of reflexes of
compromise outside the state to
manage differences. The system
is far from perfect and the state
has had to maintain a strong
army to keep social peace but the
army can only be used sparingly
as it reflects the country’s volatile
social cleavages.
However, today Lebanon has
never been tenser since its civil
war ended. The habits of compromise have broken down; the
legitimacy of the state is increasingly questioned by a society
that does not see its basic needs
fulfilled and accuses politicians,
reasonably, of corruption, and

there are political forces who gain
more by undermining the system
than by defending it.
Among the latter are Hezbollah
and their Maronite Christian ally,
Michel Aoun. Hezbollah never
embraced the post-1943 system,
even if it has usually respected its
rules.
Partly that is because, initially,
the party advocated an Islamic
republic and saw the Lebanese
state as contrary to this, and
partly because when Hezbollah
more fully integrated into the
system after 1992, it viewed it as
weighted against the Shia community.
Aoun has long been focused on
becoming president, an ambition
he first had when heading a military government in 1988-90 and
that he never abandoned, even
during his exile in France. In 2005
he returned to Lebanon and won
a significant parliamentary bloc
in elections. This he did again
in 2009 and therefore considers
himself the most popular Maronite, the religious sect from which
Lebanon’s presidents are
chosen.
Since Aoun’s return, Hezbollah has spurred his presidential
drives, to prevent the anti-Syrian
majority from consolidating its
power. By using Aoun to shatter
all consensus, Hezbollah has kept
its opponents destabilised. Since
May 2014 it has backed Aoun’s
refusal to send his bloc to parliament to elect a new president,
unless it is himself — preventing a quorum and prolonging a
vacuum Hezbollah seeks while
engaged in Syria.

Today
Lebanon has
never been
tenser since
its civil war
ended.

Hezbollah has said that its
candidate for president is Aoun.
While many believe Aoun is being used, this seems only partly
true. Rather, the party would like
Aoun in office because it believes
he will push for an amendment
of sectarian shares in the constitution in a way that benefits its
interests, and by extension those
of its regional sponsor, Iran.
Under the present arrangement, seats in parliament, the
government and the civil service
are divided according to a 50-50
ratio between Christians and
Muslims. Hezbollah would
prefer a 30-30-30 breakdown
between Shias, Sunnis and
Maronites, with smaller communities redistributed within
this framework. The main idea is
for Shias and Maronites to form,
together, a structural two-thirds
majority over Sunnis.
Aoun appears ready to accept
this, because he too fears Sunni
mobilisation from the Syrian
war and may negotiate Maronite advantages for giving up
representation. But if Aoun were
to follow this agenda as president, he could well undermine
the consensus upholding the
system, alienating Sunnis.
Irresponsibility, rather than
colonial borders, is the curse
of the modern Middle East.
Lebanon ranks among the freer
of Arab societies, yet the effort
to impose a new social contract
against one community may
create a serious backlash, as
the Shias of Iraq learned. But in
the region mistakes are rarely
righted.
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The Algerian general who could be president
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

W

hen General Ahmed
Gaid Salah took over
as Algeria’s military
chief-of-staff
11 years ago, most
commentators had him leaving his
office within months as President
Abdelaziz Bouteflika was reportedly
considering another top officer for
the post.
Analysts argued that Salah was
disadvantaged by his age — he’s
now 75 — and ideological stand
as a staunch nationalist, though a
moderate Muslim conservative. His
stand put him outside the circle of
army generals known as “eradicators” for their radical opposition to
Islamists.
However, Salah ascended to conspicuous heights after his nemesis,
military intelligence chief Mohamed
Mediene, was sacked by Bouteflika
in September after 25 years at the
post.
Mediene had been so powerful
that he was nicknamed Rab Dzaier
— The God of Algeria. Under Mediene’s watch, the Intelligence and Security Department (DRS), the country’s spy agency, overshadowed all
Algeria’s leaders as Mediene extended his power to put the country’s affairs under his control while Algeria
fought an Islamist insurgency that
claimed more than 150,000 lives.
Mediene’s men in the DRS have
been purged and most of the agency’s powerful departments have
come under the control of the military’s chief-of-staff, making Salah
the unchallenged highest officer
while doubling as a junior defence
minister.

A 2014 file picture of Algeria’s Chief of Staff General Ahmed Gaid
Salah (R) with French Defence Minister Jean-Yves Le Drian (L) in
Algiers.
As a result, Salah has taken a pivotal role that could decide Algeria’s
political future while ailing Bouteflika strives to forge a consensus
among the country’s elites around
his preferred replacement.

The years since the
2011 “Arab spring”
have not been
helpful for Algeria.
“It is the surprising destiny of a
man. He (Salah) has overcome manoeuvres and crises to attain the position of a key player in a moving political landscape,” said Hassen Ouali,
leading military affairs analyst at El
Watan daily.
Algeria has enjoyed its longest

period of stability since independence under Bouteflika’s presidency
of nearly 20 years but its relative
nationwide calm has come at great
economic cost. Bouteflika’s cautious
political management has relied on
high hydrocarbon export earnings
to subsidise the government plans.
As upheaval thundered around
Algeria in Arab countries, the North
African nation managed to cope
with the dissatisfaction of its population of 39 million. It did so thanks
to big state spending, which bolstered Bouteflika’s reputation as a
figure of national compromise and
reconciliation backed by an overwhelming police presence.
Algeria shelved painful economic
and social reforms because of crises
in neighbouring countries as Boutef-

lika, who much like the country’s
nationalist revolutionary leaders,
put stability before other policy priorities.
The years since the 2011 “Arab
spring” have not been helpful for
Algeria. Chaos in Libya and serious
security concerns in northern Mali
and Tunisia were seen as sources of
threats by Algeria. The January 2013
raid at Ain Amenas natural gas complex underscored Algeria’s vulnerability. The government and foreign
operators are still striving to lift the
facility to pre-attack output levels.
Bouteflika suffered a stroke April
2013, leading to a national debate
over who would replace him and
what kind of systemic reform was
needed to move Algeria from an
economic system shored up by oil
export revenue to a market economy.
Politicians from various stances
insist the military leadership’s role
is crucial in helping the country
develop into a more open political system and productive market
economy. “The solution will come
from the armed forces,” said reformminded former prime minister Mouloud Hamrouche, who was once a
senior army officer. His view is said
to be shared by most political leaders.
Salah’s status as unchallenged
military chief has prompted analysts
to argue that the military leadership
could be tempted to announce they
are the solution. Salah could present
himself as their candidate to replace
Bouteflika, if and when the latter
steps down.
Analysts pointed to Salah’s pervasive presence in the media as he
criss-crossed the country, meeting
soldiers and officers, repeating his
mantra that the country’s defence
is intertwined with its comprehen-

sive political social and economic
strength.
“His dream to be president is
as old as his long stay in the military. He is reportedly favouring an
Egyptian-style solution in Algeria.
He sees himself as the Algerian Sisi,”
Ouali said, referring to former army
leader Egyptian President Abdel
Fattah al-Sisi.

Salah ascended to
conspicuous heights
after his nemesis,
military intelligence
chief Mohamed
Mediene, was
sacked.
It is widely known in political circles in Algiers that Salah had wondered out loud “Why not me” in
1994 when he was asked by his peers
to endorse General Liamine Zeroual
as president.
“It is still to be known whether
Salah’s ambition is shared by his
peers in the military top chiefs or
whether he will force the hands of
top commanders to back such an
ambition,” said Ouali.
Hocine Benhadid, former commander of the country’s famous
tank Eighth Brigade, dismissed
Salah as a serious contender, saying
he lacked genuine support among
commanders and troops.
“No one likes him or respects him.
They all follow his orders out of respect for military discipline,” said
Benhadid in early October. He was
arrested for his comments.
Lamine Ghanmi is a veteran
Reuters journalist. He has covered
North Africa for decades and is
based in Tunis.

Interview

Mauritania’s struggle v poverty and extremism
Abdel-Rahman Ayas

M
Beirut

auritania
plans to
boost
efforts to
combat
poverty
through a
more
equitable distribution of economic resources and aims to
weaken extremist ideas with a
programme of job creation, said
Sid’Ahmed Ould Raiss, the West
African country’s minister for
Economic Affairs and Development.
Nouakchott, the latest member
of the UN Economic and Social
Commission for Western Asia
(ESCWA), says its membership in
the organisation will boost efforts
to distribute benefits from its
good economic growth among its
poorer social sectors, Raiss told
The Arab Weekly.
Mauritania, like all other
members of the United Nations,
has adopted the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development, which
replaced the 2000-15 Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs).
“Alongside the agenda, Mauritania wants to move on from its poverty follow-up approach, which
accompanied the SDGs [Sustainable Development Goals], towards
the concept of distributing wealth
and economic growth benefits,” he
said during an interview in Beirut,
where he attended October 19th
ceremonies raising his country’s
flag at ESCWA’s headquarters.
“In the last five years, we
achieved good economic growth
at an average of 5.5% annually.
The challenge we deal with now

is how to distribute this growth
among fragile social brackets and
how to diversify our economy
in order for it to fend off outside
shocks,” Raiss said, adding that
the poverty rate, estimated at 42%
in 2008 by the World Bank, has
shrunk 11% since then.
“We are very happy to join
ESCWA and count heavily on its
expertise and capabilities to support our national economic institutions. We consider our membership of the organisation a chance
for Mauritania’s economic integration into the pan-Arab economy,”
he added, commending ESCWA’s
programming and policy-making
guidelines for member countries.
Mauritania is worried by growing threats of jihadists in its region
but says it is well prepared to protect itself, according to Raiss.
“We are in a region with security
concerns, including, for example, northern Mali, where many
terrorist extremist organisations
operate,” he said. “Mauritania
has been reorganising and
re-equipping its army and has
been applying a comprehensive approach against this phenomenon, including a dialogue
with young men who have
extremist thoughts
to convince them
to adopt moderate
ideas.
“Also, we have an
economic approach
to create as many
jobs as possible,”
he added, underscoring the importance of Nouakchott’s
security and intelligence
cooperation with neighbouring and world states in
undermining terrorism threats.
Mauritania is mostly desert,
with a population of about

We have an
economic
approach to
create as many
jobs as possible.

3.5 million. In 2013, its per capita
gross national income stood at
$1,060. The country has a wealth
of natural resources, particularly
in the mining sector, and experiences sustained growth thanks
to a period of high international
commodity prices, according to
the World Bank.
The country is Africa’s second
leading exporter of iron ore and
also exports gold and copper. It
is a modest oil producer and possesses considerable natural gas
deposits. Mauritania’s waters have
some of the most abundant fish
stocks in the world.
In Sub-Saharan African commodity exporters, including Mauritania, a recent drop in prices,
due mainly to lower demand
by China’s slowing economy, is

(Photo credit: Mohamad Azakir)

hurting growth, the World Bank
said on October 5th. Sub-Saharan
Africa’s average growth is predicted to slow in 2015 to 3.7% from
4.6% in 2014, reaching the slowest
growth rate since 2009 amid weak
global economic conditions.
Mali suffered a coup in 2012. In
the chaos that followed, Tuareg
rebels seized control of the north,
declaring independence, before
being ousted by Islamist militants. Instability remains, despite
the French intervention and the
presence of an 11,000-person UN
peacekeeping force. Jihadist attacks, including one in June that
left two Malian soldiers, one civilian and nine jihadists dead, take
place not far from Mauritanian
borders.
While focusing on economic
integration in the Arab region,
Mauritania pays special attention
to relations with Gulf Arab states,
Raiss said. Nouakchott, which
sides with the Saudi-led coalition
operation against Iranian-backed
rebels in Yemen, “wants ties with
Gulf Arab states, including trade
exchange, to be more developed”,
and has tried through the investment code, which it revised in
2012, to attract projects from the
region, he added.
In September, the International Renewable Energy Agency
(IRENA) and the UN Development Programme (UNDP) said in
a report Mauritania could grow its
economy through developing its
renewable energy resources.
“This is true, and we are working on the matter. Recently, 30%
of our energy production has been
attributed to renewable resources,
including wind and solar energy,”
Raiss said, arguing that the sharp
decline in international oil prices
since June 2014 has not halted his
country’s plans in this regard.
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New developments in Lockerbie drama
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

S

cottish prosecutors want
to question two men now
jailed in Libya as suspects
in the 1988 bombing of
Pan Am flight 103 over
Lockerbie, Scotland, which killed
270 people.
All 243 passengers and 16 crew
members were killed when a bomb
exploded on board the Boeing 747
as it passed over the small Scottish
town of Lockerbie en route from
London to New York on December 21st, 1988. Eleven people in
the ground were killed by falling
debris.
Only one man, Abdelbaset alMegrahi, has been convicted of involvement in the bombing. He was
released from a Scottish prison in
2009 on compassionate grounds
because he had prostate cancer.
He died in 2012, with many, including some families of victims,
questioning his guilt.

Questions remain as
to whether Scottish
prosecutors will be
able to indict the
pair from Libya.
Now Scottish and US investigators want to talk to former Libyan
spy chief Abdullah al-Senussi and
bomb-maker Mohammed Abouajela Masud.
Senussi is imprisoned in Tripoli
after being sentenced to death for
his role in the killing of protesters
during the 2011 uprising against
despot Muammar Qaddafi
Masud, a Libyan intelligence asset, is also in prison in Tripoli. He
was convicted of booby-trapping a
political rival’s car.

Many have greeted the latest
developments in this more than
25-year-old case with trepidation
but relatives of those who died in
the bombing welcomed it, saying
they are still waiting for justice.
‘I’m delighted they are doing
this. We, the American families,
have been pressing and pressing
for the bombing to be properly
investigated. The governments
have been dragging their feet and
they should have been looking for
other people involved, because it
wasn’t just Megrahi,” Susan Cohen, whose 20-year-old daughter
was killed in the bombing, told
ITV news.
“I’m pleased [about the identification of new suspects]. If there
is material that shows other people were involved then we want to
know. We want to know who murdered our families. The big but for
us is we’re not satisfied the one
man who was found guilty was
in fact guilty,” said Dr Jim Swire,
whose daughter Flora died in the
bombing.
Megrahi claimed he was innocent of the bombing, launching a
number of appeals from behind
bars. Megrahi’s defence team
contended that Mohammed Abu
Talb, an Egyptian-born militant,
was responsible for the attack on
behalf of the Popular Front for
the Liberation of Palestine-General Command. He was arrested in
connection with the bombing, but
released.
Speaking after the announcement, former US lead investigator
of the Lockerbie bombing Dick
Marquise revealed that both Senussi and Masud were on the radar
of investigators during the original
trial.
“We had Senussi as a possible
suspect. We had heard stories that
he was involved deeply in terrorist
plots, but nothing specific in re-

A December 1988 file photo shows Scottish rescue workers and crash investigators searching the area
around the cockpit of Pan Am flight 103 in Lockerbie, Scotland.
gards to Lockerbie,” Marquise told
The Scotsman.
As for Masud, he said: “We were
aware of him. We believed he was
a technician of some kind — a
bomb builder. However, there was
no real evidence against him other
than that he was a bomb technician and he was on a flight with
Megrahi… I think the prosecutors
erred on the side of caution.”
Questions remain as to whether

Scottish prosecutors will be able to
indict the pair from Libya, which
is split between two governments.
The Islamist government of Tripoli, where Senussi and Masud are
being held, is not internationally
recognised, further complicating
the issue.
“The Libyans have always said
they are not going to turn over anyone to a foreign government. And
it’s been 26 years. It’s too long;

people are dead; stories have been
forgotten,” Frank Duggan, president of Pan Am 103 Relatives, told
BBC Radio Scotland’s Newsdrive.
“I’d like to think that it will be
one small measure of closure but
I don’t expect the kind of justice
that we all hope for,” he added.
Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.

Libyan rivals in gridlock as UN deadline passes
Michel Cousins

Tunis

T

he political situation in
Libya has become even
more murky and confusing — if that were possible
— with the UN deadline
for acceptance of a peace accord
and a government of national unity
passing without agreement.
Although it did not vote on the
matter, the House of Representatives (HoR) in Tobruk officially said
that it would agree only to the draft
agreement as approved on July
11th. The rival General National
Congress in Tripoli is demanding
changes to the October 8th version,
which UN envoy Bernardino Leon
insists is final.
Leon set October 20th as the date

by which the HoR and the GNC had
to accept the deal. It was chosen
because the mandate of the HoR,
recognised internationally as Libya’s democratically elected parliament, expired October 21st.
The HoR indefinitely extended
the mandate but, as Leon pointed
out October 14th, various members
of the international community
have said they would not accept a
unilateral decision by the HoR on
the matter.
The result is, as Leon put it, that
Libya was constitutionally in “limbo” — at least as far as the international community was concerned.
UN efforts to resolve the political
crisis are not quite the smouldering ruin that they appeared to be in
mid-October when the HoR balked
at approving the unity government
and the peace deal. Leon insisted
the process would go on. He also

claimed the majority of the Libyan
people supported the deal, as did
70 members of both the HoR and
of the GNC, a number he viewed as
probably constituting a majority in
both bodies.

The Libyan divide
remains with the
HoR and the GNC
operating with the
governments they
appointed.
The problem, he said, was that
members had not been allowed to
vote, indicating, too, that the presidents of the entities, Ageela Saleh
Gwaider and Nuri Abu Sahmain, respectively, might be sanctioned as
a result. Those who had used their
power to prevent a vote, he said,

A general view shows destroyed buildings in Libya’s eastern coastal city of Benghazi, on October 20th.

would be sanctioned if they continued to do so.
His claim that majorities in both
bodies support an agreement appears to be somewhat wide of the
mark.
The man Leon chose as one of
the deputy prime ministers, Misratan businessman Ahmed Maetig,
is reported to have told Leon that
he could ensure 70 GNC members
would back the deal. However, just
25 members put out a statement
agreeing to it and 24 of them refused to publicly put their names
on it for fear of reprisals. Only the
group’s leader Abdussalam Igzeit,
also from Misrata, did so.
Likewise, although there were
reports on social media that 70 HoR
members planned to complain that
they did not have a vote, far fewer
are reported to have done so and
not all of them were necessarily in

favour of the deal.
Further dialogue meetings are to
be convened, Leon has said, and
will involve not only Libyans involved in the process but others as
well.
They will not, however, involve
the HoR negotiating team. It is being replaced. Nor will they involve
Leon much longer. He is to be replaced at the end of October by
German diplomat Martin Kobler.
In the meantime, the Libyan divide remains with the HoR and the
GNC operating with the governments they appointed: the HoR’s
under Abdullah al-Thinni in Beida
and the GNC’s under Khalifa Ghwell in Tripoli.
Both can be counted on to continue to claim they are the legitimate government — the HoR by
reason of election and then its own
vote to extend its mandate; the
GNC by reason of November 2014’s
controversial Supreme Court ruling
that it interprets to mean that the
HoR was annulled and it installed
in power.
As far as the United Nations is
concerned, neither have legitimacy although both will continue to
be part of the discussions because
they have de facto power. In reality,
Leon has said, the only source of
legitimacy in Libya will come from
the deal being signed. Once it is,
the HoR will again be the legitimate
parliament.
The focus may now turn to municipalities, whose democratic
legitimacy is unquestioned. With
the UN process looking shaky,
plans are in hand by a number of
Libyan political figures, acting independently of the United Nations,
to launch a bid to come up with a
separate political deal.
Michel Cousins is the
editor-in-chief of the Libya Herald.
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German universities expand in Arab world
Jamal J. Halaby

Amman

W

hen the first batch of
130 graduates from
the
German-Jordanian University
(GJU) received their
diplomas in November 2010, they
were offered a year in Germany plus
an internship semester there.
“Of the 50 who went, 42 remained there,” said Ayham Qsous,
a computer scientist who was one
of the GJU students who spent 2011
in Germany but returned to Jordan
to take up a family business in his
field.
“I miss Germany, speaking German and being in a German environment,” Qsous, 26, said, reflecting on his education and exposure
to German culture, values and traditions.
Many Arab youths like Qsous attended one of the handful of German universities mixed with domestic partners in Egypt, Jordan
and Oman. The schools compete
with scores of the more popular British, American and French
colleges because many in those
countries are accustomed to the
languages of their former colonial
rulers.

Germany’s recent
policy that attracted
hundreds of
refugees from Syria
and Iraq was an
eye-opener to many.
Nonetheless, more German universities are planned, including one
in Doha, which is expected to open
in 2016. It will be the first private
German university with the top
cadre comprised of native German
educators.
Germany’s recent policy that attracted hundreds of refugees from
Syria and Iraq was an eye-opener
to many across the globe of the
country’s quiet but sturdy moves
towards embracing young migrants
from the Middle East.
“Besides it being humanitarian, the reason is demographic,”
said Rayan Abdullah, a dean at the

Academy of Visual Arts in Leipzig,
Germany. He is one of four Arab
investors in and the creator of the
German university to be built in
Doha.
“Because of the ageing population, Germany needs these young
aliens to learn the language, culture, values and traditions and pass
them on to other generations,” Abdullah explained in a telephone interview.

“The system of
higher education in
the Arab world is
way below the
German standards.”
Referring to Germany’s educational engagement in the Middle
East, Abdullah said it was designed
to “build the bridges between Germany and the various Arab countries”.
Another reason is the “unique”
system of German education,
which heavily depends on research,
remarked Abdullah, who is credited
with helping alter the coat of arms
of Germany, known as the Bundesadler or Reichsadler.
“The system of higher education
in the Arab world is way below the
German standards,” added the professor.
Explaining Germany’s approach
to its educational programmes
abroad, Isabell Mering of the German Academic Exchange Service
(DAAD) said her country has three
models of what is called “transnational education (TNE)”.
That includes individual study
programmes abroad, branch campuses and bi-national institutions
or those with international partners
like the mixed universities in Jordan
and Egypt, according to Mering.
The programmes aim at “promoting internationalisation efforts
at German universities, helping
developing countries build their
own systems of higher education
and supporting German studies
and German language programmes
abroad,” Mering said.
DAAD is overseeing “70 different
projects all around the globe, with
a concentration of TNE projects in
Asia, Eastern Europe and the Middle East,” she said. DAAD, an association of German institutions

Rayan Abdullah
of higher education, is an autonomous self-governing body of the
universities and is funded by the
German government.
Admittedly, Mering explained
that the TNE sector has for a long
time been “seen as a primarily Anglo-Saxon phenomenon with the
major stakeholders of Australian,
British and American universities”.
“The German TNE engagement
started later and took a different
turn compared to its Australian,
British and American forerunners
but proved to be very successful in
its own way”, added Mering, who
heads TNE’s projects in the Middle
East, Asia, Africa and Latin America.
“In part, this can be explained by
the fact that German universities
were encouraged and supported
to venture abroad by the German
government via the DAAD as part of

(Photo: Jörg Lange)

the government’s higher education
internationalisation strategy,” she
maintained.
Mering insisted that a key word
for the German educational engagement abroad “is ‘sustainability’, as the supported TNE study
programmes aim to foster bilateral
scientific exchange on a long-term
basis and strengthen higher education infrastructures in their host
countries”.
For students, the benefit comes
from “an addition to the study opportunities within their reach”,
while the involved German institutions of higher education “benefit
from an improved position in the
international education market”,
according to Mering.
“At the same time and because of
the strong practical orientation of
German TNE projects, the universities benefit as well from intensified

industry contacts and an extension
of their course portfolios.”
Many Arabs, especially students
such as Qsous, praise the transfer of
the illustrious German know-how
to the Arabs. But some warn it may
be another form of colonialism.
“My university education was
very beneficial because the extensive research and the practical implementation of certain methods
on the ground expanded my horizons,” Qsous noted.
But for Ahmed Oweidi Abbadi, a
former Jordanian lawmaker and a
professor of Arabic literature, the
German moves “are tantamount to
a new colonialist approach”.
“The British, French, Italians,
Americans and others once controlled Arab lands with their guns
and tanks,” he said.
“Now, the Germans are after
Arab minds to control through the
books.”

Costs and benefits of German education in Egypt
Shady Sayed

Cairo

T

hree years ago, Sultan
Mohamed made a “transforming” visit to Germany. The trip was short but
it was an eye-opener for
the then 18-year-old.
“It’s a great industrial nation,”
Mohamed said. “It’s a country that
managed to make progress in all
fields.”
It is then no wonder why Mohamed enrolled at the German University in Cairo (GUC) after graduating from high school in 2012.
Around 10,000 students are
in GUC’s undergraduate studies
and 500 others are in post-graduate programmes. The university
opened in 2003, working in conjunction with German institutions
in Ulm and Stuttgart.
GUC was the first integrated German university outside its native
home to offer bachelor’s, master’s
and doctorate programmes. Degrees are offered in 71 specialty
fields — 31 undergraduate and 40
postgraduate.
The eastern Cairo GUC campus
occupies 577,000 square metres
and includes a major recreation
area and an industrial park.
On its website, the university
prides itself on integrating academia, research and industry to-

gether. This was one reason why
Mohamed decided to enroll three
years ago.
A business administration major,
Mohamed said study and practice
were so intertwined in university
courses, making the programme
“useful” for life in the future.
“Study in the GUC is very elevated,” he said. “It is better than any
other university in this country.”
Abdel Hafiz Tayel, director of
the Egyptian Centre for Education
Rights, does not share such enthusiasm. In an interview with The

Arab Weekly, He insisted that nonEgyptian universities were gaining
ground in Egypt simply because
state-offered education is “bad”.
“Otherwise, these universities
will never thrive in a country like
Egypt,” he maintained.
“We must admit that our education is very bad and thus opens the
door for the foreign universities to
come in.”
Besides GUC, there is the American University in Cairo (AUC),
which has operated in Egypt for
several years. There are also Brit-

A GUC professor making a presentation about the university
recently.

ish, French and Russian universities.
For Tayel, these universities are
tools for spreading the culture of
their mother countries in Egypt.
“Many countries would be interested in spreading their culture in
Egypt because it is the most populous and important country in the
Middle East,” he said.
The university’s industrial park
opened in 2007 with the aim of
linking education and research.
That same year, the university inaugurated a guest house in Ulm.
Germany, to host researchers, academics and students in exchange
programmes with sister universities.
In 2011, GUC opened an office
in Berlin to promote international
research and education activities.
The office made it easier for researchers from Egypt and Germany
to cooperate in the pharmaceutical, engineering and management
fields.
In 2012, a Berlin campus was established to facilitate the transfer
of not only German know-how and
European technical knowledge.
Mohamed said he and his family struggle with GUC’s fees, even
as the university identifies itself
as a “non-profit”. He said he paid
$6,875 in annual tuition.
“There’s also a 7% fee hike every
year,” he said. “This is so expensive.”
Mohamed Essam, a freshman

studying commerce, had the same
complaint.
“Such fees are so expensive for
many,” he said. “I’m so lucky that
my parents consider my education
a top priority.”
Essam and Mohamed both insisted that the benefits of studying at a
German university far outweigh the
negatives, however.

“We must admit
that our education
is very bad and
thus opens the
door for the foreign
universities to
come in.”
Many students interviewed said
they had a high regard for German
policies, especially the move to accept tens of thousands of migrants
from Iraq and Syria, which compelled other European countries to
be more open to immigrants.
They are also confident that
when they graduate, they will find
suitable jobs, despite the high unemployment in the country.
“It is generally not easy for graduates to find jobs,” Mohamed said.
“GUC students have, however, a
better chance because they are
known to be quality graduates.”
Shady Sayed is an Egyptian
journalist based in Cairo.
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German academia placing premium on humanities
Samar Kadi

A

s thousands of
migrants fleeing
war-torn Syria
and Iraq flock to
Germany
seeking asylum,
German academic circles are
digging into Arab heritage and
engaging in dialogue to help
understand contemporary
developments in the Arab world,
especially the unprecedented
phenomenon of Islamic fundamentalism.
While foreign academic centres,
including US universities and European educational establishments,
are prominent in the Middle East,
German academia largely maintained a low profile, although it has
been operating in the region for
decades with organisations such
as the German Orient-Institut in
Beirut.
Created as part of the Max Weber
Foundation in 1961, the German
academic research centre focuses on the Arab world. “We live
here, work with people and have
debates to try to make ourselves
understood and try to understand
the other,” said institute Director
Stefan Leder.
“It is a private and purely
academic mission, which was
initially concentrated on having
access to an [Arab] world that has
been closed to Germany in the
aftermath of the second world
war,” Leder said of the institute,
which is in one of Beirut’s few
remaining exquisite old mansions,
surrounded by a jungle of concrete
buildings.
Leder said the centre has been
increasingly involved in debates
and dialogues to address public
issues of the Arab world, involving
artists and civil society activists,
in addition to academics. One

such event in 2012 tackled “Arab
spring”.
“We had people from Egypt
and all over (the region) trying to
explain what is going on, when
events in Syria were not clear
yet. There was still hope that this
would succeed in making changes,” Leder said, adding that groups
of rap musicians from Tunisia,
Jordan, Egypt and Lebanon also
participated, using their music to
address the subject.
“This mix of academia and
voices of the civil society is very
impressive. This is a way of being
in touch with social change, not
only in the classic way of analysing
them but also to give an arena to
voices in the region,” Leder said.
The professor underlined the
importance of explaining and
understanding Arabic heritage in
analysing contemporary developments and the phenomenon of
rampant Islamic fundamentalism,
including Arabic history, literature,
Islamic jurisprudence, definition
and interpretation.
For that purpose, the institute
has converted a series of academically edited Arabic manuscripts on
subject matters that were important in the past into books with
digital versions to make them globally accessible, Leder said.
“It is part of our open access
policy. We offer the tools, resources and material basis to deal with
history in an academic and intellectual mind.
“Researchers anywhere … can
make use of it if they are online,
which is extremely important and
would be even more important in
the future because such matters
are affecting the region,” he added,
arguing that “fundamentalists
shun history because it puts into
question everything they do”.
“I believe there will be an echo
on all this crazy phenomena
[Islamic fundamentalism] we are
confronted with these days, an
echo that will have a very different

Orient-Institut.

(Photo credit: Joe Kesrouani)

“You don’t
research about
people in the
Middle East, but
you do research
with them.”

vision on history. So it is important
to be delicate about history,” Leder
said.
For Leder, an expert in Arabic
language and Islamic studies,
social sciences and humanities
are key subjects to confront rising
radicalism.
Citing studies that showed that
technical schools, such as medicine, produced the majority of fundamentalist minds, he said: “We
believe that it is in the disciplines
of humanities and social sciences
where identities are negotiated,
common perspectives are tried out
and defined and differences are
debated.
“Human sciences is where you
learn to understand phenomena
within the historical context. You
learn that the same notion has
many different interpretations and

that you cannot look into some
part of the past and say this is the
norm [like fundamentalists do]. It
is a crucial matter for building the
future world.”
The Orient-Institut in Beirut
boasts 160 publications in several languages, including English,
Arabic, German and French. In
addition to offering fellowship and
research opportunities to academics from Germany and the Arab
region, the institute is engaged in
activities with local private and
public universities and civil society
organisations.
“Although it is always driven by
the institute’s research interests
within an academic framework,
our concern is not only academic
but it is in tune with what is going on in the Arab world,” Leder
explained.
“Today, we are here in order to
cooperate and not only to collect
knowledge. You don’t research
about people in the Middle East,
but you do research with them.”
Commenting on the presence of
German education in Arab societies, through a German university
in Cairo and institutions such as
his, Leder said: “It is very optimistic to say that there is an expansion
of German academic presence in
the region, though we are fighting
for that.”
The Orient-Institut in Beirut is
generously funded by the government. Sister institutes were
established in Istanbul and Cairo in
recent years as part of public support to German academia, which
enjoys deep respect in society and
political circles.
“There is a traditional belief in
the German social and political
spheres in the importance of giving
academia a space for research in
humanities and social sciences,
which is somehow unique in Europe,” Leder stressed.
Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly’s
Travel and Society sections editor.

Arab education lacks vision

View poi nt

Rayan
Abdullah

W

hile Germany
and its 16
federal states
spend up to
32% of their
total expenditures on education, in addition to
aid coming from scientific
associations and research companies, Arab countries spend only
2% of their gross domestic
product, and sometimes less, on
education.
The problem of education in the
Arab world is related to a way of
thinking. It is not new but deeply
rooted in Arab societies. Thus, it is
hard to be easily resolved because
of the lack of understanding and
means to do that.
It is the source of illiteracy.
Illiteracy is of different types but
the most arduous is academic
illiteracy found in great numbers
of Arab graduates. A weak state
creates a weak education system
and vice versa.
A state of institutions confines
this problem to one institution
but what is visible is the contrary.
Scientific institutions are sick because the decisions are ailing. And
other administrative institutions
of the state contract the sickness
to ultimately paralyse the state
from within.
Attempts by some states to

The most arduous is
academic illiteracy found
in great numbers of Arab
graduates.

transfer branches of foreign universities may help build a strong
national one. The German model
has achieved great successes in
this field. One must admit that the
crises differ from one country to
another but we can safely assert
that it is the crises of identity and
thinking, not financial. It is true
that money plays a crucial role
but the loss of vision and future
outlook put these states in the vicious circle.
Arab universities also live in
that circle. When you look at the
performance of Arab universities
in the annual global assessment of
international educational institutions, you don’t find a reference
for them there.
When you visit an Arab university, you will know why. There,
scientific research, which is one
of the pillars of education, is nonexistent. Arab universities often
have no budgets for research.
And, if they do, they lack the
professional cadre and the student
researchers.
Arab universities also lack libraries. If some have them, then the
number of books is much fewer
than that of the readers. To some,
a book is something strange,
while to others, it’s just extra luggage. Arabs read the least in the
world. Workshops, museums and
exhibitions have little to do with
education because they are not
connected with universities.
Therefore, the problems of
education are not only limited to
governments but include society. It starts at home, where the
mother has a significant role to
play in her children’s education. If

Inadequacies. Iraqi students attend their graduation ceremony at Technical
University of Baghdad.
the mother is educated, then the
children are. If not, the children
are often, unfortunately, illiterate.
The number of children who
flee classes is increasing. The
awareness of the family reflects on
the society. A child will eventually
return home from school and carry with him what he was taught.
At home, it’s the upbringing that
kicks in and complements the
education a child had in school.
In the Arab world, education
lacks vision. It’s an outdated
system. It’s a total failure. Its
institutions are underdeveloped.
They lack specialised administrators and there is no supervision,
especially on the teaching cadre.
The good cadre is either small or

Arab
universities
often have
no budgets
for research.

has left the country for a better
opportunity abroad.
Additionally, the curriculum is
theoretical and lacks practicality.
It is basically politicised. Then, we
must not forget that the primitive
curricula are completely detached
from the needs of the labour
market.
All these problems shed an ugly
light on the crises and show that
we’re far distant from building
the human personality in the Arab
world.
Rayan Abdullah is a founding
dean of the German University in
Cairo. He serves as the academic
dean at the Academy of Visual
Arts in Leipzig, Germany.
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Hard bargaining as Turkey and EU tackle refugee crisis
Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

T

he European Union and
Turkey are getting down
to hard bargaining as
Brussels
desperately
seeks solutions to the migrant crisis engulfing Europe while
Turkey is trying to draw concessions from the Europeans in return
for steps to stem the flow.
Turkey, a direct neighbour of
war-torn Syria, has taken in more
than 2 million Syrian refugees and
is the most important transit hub
for migrants travelling to Europe.
About 580,000 refugees, among
them 200,000 Syrians, arrived in
Germany between January and
September; the country registered
more than 400,000 additional refugees from early September through
mid-October.
German Chancellor Angela Merkel, who has come under increasing
pressure at home to reduce refugee
numbers, travelled to Istanbul on
October 18th for talks with Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
and Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu. She said she was ready to
increase financial help for Turkey
to cope with the influx from Syria
and vowed to speed up talks about
Turkey’s bid to become a member
of the European Union.

Turkey says it has
spent about $8
billion caring for
Syrian refugees.

Merkel tested the waters following an October 16th announcement
by the EU Commission that said
Brussels had reached a broad agreement with Turkey to tackle the refugee crisis. Under the deal, Turkey
is supposed to do more to keep Syrians from fleeing towards Europe by
tightening border security in return
for up to $3.4 billion in aid and new
steps to revive Turkey’s comatose
membership talks.
But in a sign that the real bargain-

ing is just beginning, Turkey shot
down the EU statement about an
agreement and said talks had only
produced a “draft”.
Turkish Foreign Minister Feridun
Sinirlioglu rejected current EU offers. “There is a financial package
proposed by the EU and we told
them it is unacceptable,” Sinirlioglu said. The proposed $3.4 billion
could only be seen as a starting
point. “If ([the EU] delivers 3 billion
euros ($3.4 million) in the initial
phase, it would be meaningful,” he
said.
Turkey says it has spent about $8
billion caring for Syrian refugees;
the country has built more than
20 refugee camps housing about
280,000 people.
“Unfortunately Turkey was left
alone by the international community in terms of burden sharing,”
Davutoglu said after he met with
Merkel. “We are very pleased there
is a better approach now.”
Knowing Turkey is in a key position to ease the refugee crisis in Europe, Turkish leaders have listed a
set of demands. Besides calling for
more money, Ankara is pressing for
the opening of five new areas, or
chapters, in Turkey’s EU accession
talks, which started ten years ago
but have made little headway.
Turkey has completed talks on 14
out of 35 negotiation chapters, with
17 chapters blocked either because
of the row over the divided Mediterranean island of Cyprus or because of opposition to Turkey’s bid
by individual EU members.
Also, the government is calling on
the European Union to ease travel
restrictions for Turks in Europe, an
issue very important to many Turkish citizens who currently have to
undergo a long and costly visa procedure. Davutoglu told Merkel he
hoped that visa-free travel could
start in the middle of 2016.
At the same time, Turkey could
implement a so-called readmission
agreement, under which Turkey
would be obliged to take back all
refugees who have entered the European Union via Turkish territory.
That step could greatly relieve pres-

Showing the way? Turkey’s President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (L) with European Parliament President
Martin Schulz in Brussels, on October 5th.
sure on EU countries.
Merkel said the European Union
and Turkey would cooperate “on
dynamising the accession process”.
The chancellor also said one negotiation chapter could be opened before the end of the year. Visa liberalisation for Turks travelling to the
European Union’s Schengen zone
was also on the cards. “The talks in
that direction are very promising
and will be continued,” Merkel said.
Following Merkel’s visit, progovernment media in Turkey welcomed what they presented as
Germany’s promise to end visa requirements. “Visa-free Europe” ran
the headline in the Takvim daily.
But not all are happy with the decision by the Turkish government
to extract concessions from the European Union in return for turning
Turkey into what political scientist

Savas Genc called a “cheap hostel
for refugees”. Turkey could end
up with a growing refugee problem
and become a “powder keg”, Genc
told The Arab Weekly. “The EU is
acting very egoistically. The EU
does not want to solve the problem.
It wants to limit the number of people arriving there.”
Murat Erdogan, an expert on
migration at Ankara’s Hacettepe
University, said the proposed deal
between the European Union and
Turkey would not stem the flow of
refugees to Europe. “This is more
than just a financial problem,” he
said. “The EU and Turkey should sit
down and work out a regional refugee policy.”
Measures
under
discussion,
which include a proposal to process
asylum claims by refugees for Western countries while the claimants

are still in Turkey, would attract
even more people to Turkey, Murat
Erdogan said. He said there were
signs that more refugees from Syria
were arriving in Turkey, while numbers in other host countries, such as
Jordan, were falling.
“If we agree to send some refugees to Germany, France, Canada
or other countries, then others will
have hope that it will work for them
as well and they will come to Turkey,” he said.
As a transit country, Turkey
would have to cope with steadily rising refugee figures. “Out of
100,000 people arriving here, maybe 10,000 can go on to Europe but
the rest will stay,” Murat Erdogan
said.
Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Istanbul.

The EU’s cynical change of heart
View poi nt

Rashmee
Roshan Lall

T

urkish President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan is not
known to be a fan of
Groucho Marx or of
that particular genre of
impromptu innuendoladen wisecrack but he might
want to consider borrowing one
of the comedian’s most quoted
lines: “I don’t want to belong to
any club that will accept me as a
member.”
Marx is said to have written that
response to an elite private club in
the 1940s. Though the words vary
by storyteller, as does the name of
the establishment at which they
were directed, it’s clear that Marx
doubted the club’s judgment.
Erdogan might be entitled to
do the same with the European
Union, which his country has
aspired to join for the better part
of 30 years. A desperate European
Union suddenly said October 16th
it wanted to “re-energise” Turkey’s
long-cherished, long-stalled membership bid in exchange for its help
with stemming the ceaseless flow
of refugees to Western Europe.
This, after years of expressing

Is this mainly Muslim
country European enough
to join the European
Union?

grave concern about Turkey’s attitude towards freedom of speech,
democracy and minority and human rights.
On October 18th, German
Chancellor Angela Merkel travelled
to Ankara to repeat the upbeat
message, a remarkable step for a
politician who has always proposed a partnership deal, not full
EU membership, for Turkey. And
Brussels cannily postponed to an
unspecified date its annual report
on press freedom and corruption
in Turkey. The report is part of the
regular health check the European
Union performs on any country
that applies to join the bloc.
There is a breathtaking transparency about the cynicism with
which the European Union is attempting to buy Turkey’s acquiescence in its frenzied (if entirely
understandable) attempt to choke
the influx of migrants.
The European Union has long
pointed out the flaws in Turkey’s
respect for the rule of law and civil
liberties. Some years ago, it casually — and deliberately — froze the
membership process even though
Erdogan, then the prime minister,
had not quite metamorphosed
into an authoritarian and increasingly autocratic sultan. But to now
promise a quid pro quo and summarily jettison its red-line concerns
hardly suggest that Europe works
to incorruptible principles and
sound ethical considerations for
membership.
Clearly, it is the right moment
for Erdogan to contemptuously
say as Groucho Marx would that

he would not want to join this
club. He hasn’t, though he witheringly discerned “insincerity” in
the European Union’s offer of an
accelerated membership bid. And
his Justice and Development Party
(AKP) spokesman, Omar Celik,
described it as “political bribery”.
Even so, these, like the European Union’s proffered deal, are
mere words. Neither side probably
intends to stand by them. Europe is
offering Turkey an IOU it may find
impossible to cash mainly because
of opposition to its membership
from Cyprus and Austria. For his
part, Erdogan followed his jibe at
the European Union with a repeat
plea for membership. “Why don’t
you take Turkey into the EU?” he
asked, leaving out the key “right
away”.
He and everyone else know
full well the inherent problems.
Consider how long Turkey has
been rebuffed by the European
Union. It was officially recognised
as a candidate for full membership in December 1999 and started
formal negotiations on the same
day as Croatia in October 2005. In
2013, Croatia became the European
Union’s 28th member.
Turkey, however, seemed no
closer to its goal. The official
explanation was always Ankara’s
shortcomings but privately, its
place in the European club was
acknowledged as a unique and
headache-inducing problem. Is this
mainly Muslim country European
enough to join the European Union? If it does, would it not change
the whole character of the union,

There is a
breathtaking
transparency
about the
cynicism
with which
the European
Union is
attempting to
buy Turkey’s
acquiescence.

its culture and values?
The impasse is about Europeanness but it is the governing Islamist AKP that has been the most
steadfast about joining Europe.
In January, when Prime Minister
Ahmet Davutoglu told his party’s
MPs, “We are part of Europe. Europe is us, we are Europe”, he was
deliberately echoing the words
of Turgut Ozal, who submitted
Turkey’s original 1987 application
to join the EU’s predecessor, the
European Economic Community.
Davutoglu was speaking after
visiting a Paris stunned by the
Charlie Hebdo attacks and he
spelled out Turkey’s capacity to
cover the full span of European
and Muslim identities with the sort
of an erudite speech that might be
expected of a former university
professor.
“When we’re in Paris, Berlin,
Brussels, we speak as Europeans;
in Samarkand and Bukhara we
speak as descendants of Hoca
Ahmed Yesevi [a Turkish poet and
Sufi]. In Damascus, Baghdad and
Mecca we speak as children of the
Prophet; in Sarajevo and Skopje
as the offspring of the Ottoman
conquerors,” Davutoglu said.
If Europe took in Turkey, it
would be enlargement — in scope,
nuance and meaning — beyond
anything it might have planned.
But don’t hold your breath.
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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Amid tensions, Iran displays growing missile might
James Bruce

Beirut

I

t is generally accepted that the
Islamic Republic has the biggest ballistic missile arsenal
in the Middle East, more numerous than Israel’s, though
not as effective. But if what Iran
has been boasting is true, its missile might is more formidable than
thought.
Iran recently unveiled two new
missiles said to be far more accurate than anything else in its
arsenal. But the most sensational
development took place October
14th, when the Aerospace Command of the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) unveiled
on state television what was described as a secret missile complex
reportedly carved out 500 metres
deep inside a mountain at an undisclosed location.
The high-arched tunnels were
filled with what appeared to be
long- and medium-range missiles,
some on mobile launchers.
Brigadier-General Amir Ali Hajizadeh, commander of the IRGC’s
aerospace branch, which controls
missile development and production, declared there are “many”
such missile bases across Iran.
“This is a sample of our massive
missile bases,” he said. “The Islamic Republic’s long-range missile
bases are stationed and ready under the high mountains in all the
country’s provinces and cities…
“As of next year, a new and advanced generation of long-range,
liquid- and solid-fuel missiles will
replace the current product.”
Hajizadeh’s boasts cannot be independently verified but if they are
only half true, Iran’s missile capabilities and, arguably more important, its ability to withstand US or
Israeli attacks aimed at eliminating
its missile arsenal, have improved
to a degree that Iran’s adversaries
will undoubtedly find alarming.
The depth of the complex dis-

A missile is seen inside an underground missile base for Iran’s
Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps’ (IRGC) Aerospace Force at
an undisclosed location.
played on TV would make it close
to impervious to even the most
powerful aerial bomb, the US Massive Ordnance Penetrator, or MOP,
a 15-ton munition that can only be
carried by the venerable B-52 Stratofortress and the B-2 bomber. It is
designed to take out underground
bunkers, such as those housing
Iran’s contentious nuclear programme.

“Iran’s testing the
waters… to establish
and ensure rules of
the game for its
future activities.”
The 7-metre-long MOP is reputed to be able to shatter bunkers 60
metres below ground level — well
short of the depth of the missile
complex shown on Iranian TV.
However, the US Air Force is developing the tactic of using two
or more such munitions, dropped
one on top of the other, to blast a
way into deeply buried facilities.
But it is the offensive capabilities of the reputed network of un-

derground missile bases that the
Israelis along with the US military
facilities in the Middle East and the
Gulf Arab states, the most likely
targets of Iranian missile attacks,
find most distressing.
Israeli officials say these bases
allow Iran to secretly prepare ballistic missiles for launch and fire
them through surface vents, away
from prying US and Israeli spy
satellites. Liquid-fuelled weapons
take longer to prepare and are at
their most vulnerable during that
time to pre-empt strikes.
This would suggest the missiles
reported to be deployed in the underground bases are liquid-fuelled,
such as the Shahab-3 and Ghadr
missiles, currently the mainstay of
the Iran’s ballistic force.
Underground bases effectively
prevent pre-emptive strikes and
enable the Iranians to “carry out
a surprise missile barrage attack”,
said Tal Inbar, head of the Space
Research Centre at the Fisher Institute for Air and Space Strategic
Studies outside Tel Aviv.
On October 11th, Tehran announced the successful test-firing

Members of Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps’ (IRGC)
Aerospace Force at an underground missile base with launcher
units in an undisclosed location.
of its first precision-guided ballistic missile, the Emad (Pillar),
and, if the claims are accurate, that
greatly improves the precision of
Iran’s growing long-range missile
force.

The nuclear accord
does not include
curbing Iran’s
missile programme.
The Emad test followed the unveiling in August of the Fateh (Victory) 313, a short-range, solid-fuel
missile that Iran says has greater
accuracy than earlier variants.
This will allow the IRGC to use its
missiles against military targets in
Israel or the Gulf, which require
pinpoint accuracy, rather than
simply blasting the cities of Iran’s
adversaries.
Inbar and other Israeli officials
say development of these systems
attests to the maturity of Iran’s aerospace industry.
Tehran’s recent emphasis on
the growing strength of its missile forces and the pursuit of new

weapons is widely seen as a challenge by the country’s hardliners
to the landmark July 14th agreement between Iran and US-led
global powers to curtail Tehran’s
nuclear programme in exchange
for lifting international economic
sanctions.
The nuclear accord does not include curbing Iran’s missile programme. But on July 20th, a few
days after the deal was signed, the
UN Security Council adopted Resolution 2231, which bars Iran from
developing missiles “designed to
carry nuclear warheads”. Tehran
insists it does not seek to develop
atomic weapons.
“What we’re seeing is Iran taking
immediate steps to test its interpretations [of the nuclear pact and
Security Council Resolution 2231],”
cautioned Emily Landau, head of
the Arms Control and Regional Security Programme at Israel’s Institute for National Security Studies.
“Iran’s testing the waters… to
establish and ensure rules of the
game for its future activities — like
inspections at its military facilities
and its presence in Syria.”

In Iran, soccer becomes a political football as Guards take over
Ali Alfoneh

Washington

R

“

ed or blue? Persepolis
or Esteghlal? Aboumoslem or Tractor
Sazi?” Few questions
divide Iran more than
those about loyalty to the country’s
top football clubs.
But the clubs and their fans have
more in common than enthusiasts of
“the beautiful game” care to admit.
These days, many, if not most clubs,
are controlled, directly or indirectly,
by the Islamic Revolutionary Guards
Corps (IRGC).
In recent years, IRGC commanders
have become executives with some
of the major soccer clubs while they
hold senior positions in Iran’s extensive security apparatus.
Akbar Ghamkhar, former chief of
logistics at the IRGC naval wing’s
Nouh Base, and Mohammad Rouyanian, an IRGC officer and later a police chief, have served respectively
as president and executive chief
of Persepolis Football Club, one of
Iran’s top teams, since 2002. Both
are considered to be highly influential in football circles.
Lotf-Allah Forouzandeh Dehkordi,
the IRGC chief of Chaharmahal and
Bakhtiari province, is a Persepolis
FC board member. Commander Mostafa Ajorlou, a former IRGC Physical
Training chief, is a board member of
the Tractor Sazi club in Tabriz after a
long career with several other teams.
Brigadier-General Gholam-Asgar
Karimian serves as chairman of the
board of the same club, which is
owned by Mehr-e Eqtesad-e Iranian
Investment Company, one of the

IRGC’s financial arms.
Colonel Zohrab Qanbari Mahardou
is executive director of Fajr Sepasi FC
of Shiraz, which is officially owned
and run by the Guards.
Their crossover into the sporting
world may not be altogether for the
love of the game. Many Iranians suspect it was to extend control of the
clubs’ vast following of fans, who
are seen as a potential power in the
streets that, in certain circumstances, could turn on a clerical regime
that brooks little criticism.
In recent years, Iranian soccer has
been shaken by game-fixing scandals and poor performances, and
this has provoked unusual public

scrutiny into the commanders who
run the sport. IRGC officers are busy
trying to convince the country there
is nothing untoward in their involvement.

The crossover into
the sporting world
may not be
altogether for the
love of the game.
Commander Aziz-Allah Mohammadi, a veteran of the 1980-88
Iran-Iraq war and a former member of the Islamic Republic Football
Federation, says the IRGC presence

Anger management. Iran Persepolis’ defender Mohammadreza
Khanzadeh watches fans throw flares, last April.

in soccer was not “planned”.
Questioned by the sports publication Tamashagaran Emrooz
(Today’s Spectators), Mohammadi
explained that most IRGC officers
played football before the 1980-88
war with Iraq and simply “pursued
their pre-war interests after the war
ended”.
If they make it to the top management of the soccer clubs it’s because of their “qualifications” and
not “connections”, he argued.
However, the Guards may have
another motive. Mohammad Dadkan, former president of the Islamic Republic of Iran Football Federation, defiantly hit out at the IRGC’s
growing control of the sport in an
interview with Khabar Online on
August 21st.
“There’s no corruption in football itself… but the managers in the
football world are corrupt. Unfortunately people who know nothing
about football are involved in this
sport — managers from the Guards
and the Law Enforcement Forces,”
he said.
Control of the teams and the
fan clubs also allows the regime
to permit the soccer-going public
to vent its anger and frustrations
under controlled circumstances.
The IRGC skilfully harnesses the
unruly fans and sees to it that any
smouldering sense of anger or frustration is directed against the opposing team rather than the Tehran
regime.
The regime has good reason to
fear political fallout from football. In November 1997, as Iran advanced to the 1998 World Cup, soccer fans, including many women,
took to the streets celebrating the
national team with song and dance,

which the regime frowned upon as
un-Islamic.
It was the same when Iran beat
the United States 2-1 at the World
Cup in France in 1998. But things
were different in October 2001
when the national team was beaten
3-1 at home to Bahrain in a World
Cup qualifying match.
As rumours spread that the
match had been politically fixed,
fans went on the rampage, attacking banks and government buildings and clashing with police.

Many, if not most
clubs, are controlled,
directly or
indirectly, by the
Islamic
Revolutionary
Guards Corps (IRGC).
In widespread protests in the
wake of the fraudulent June 2009
presidential election, the swelling
opposition movement adopted the
colour green as its symbol, which
became a source of concern for the
regime.
In the 2009 World Cup qualifier
against South Korea in Seoul, six
Iranian players wore green wristbands in the first half of the match.
The wristbands had disappeared
when the players returned for the
second half of the game that ended
in a 1-1 draw.
The spectators and fans watching the match on television saw
the players’ first-half action as a
protest against former president
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, the hardline winner of the disputed 2009
election.
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Iraq and Syria dominate foreign policy issues in Democrats’ first debate
Gregory Aftandilian

Washington

T

he first in the series of
Democratic Party presidential debates focused
primarily on domestic
issues but foreign policy
received some attention, mostly
concerning the 2003 Iraq war and
the current crisis in Syria.
Former secretary of State Hillary
Clinton’s opponents tried to paint
her as a misguided hawk for having
voted, when she was a US senator,
to allow the Iraq war (which she
has since acknowledged was a mistake) and for currently pressing for
a no-fly zone in Syria.
Long-shot candidate Lincoln
Chafee, a former senator and governor of Rhode Island, touted his
vote in the Senate opposing the
Iraq war, having been the only Senate Republican to do so (he has
since changed parties). He said
Clinton showed “poor judgment”
and implied that she might make
questionable decisions again.
Clinton’s chief rival, US Senator Bernie Sanders from Vermont,
called the Iraq war the “worst foreign policy blunder in the history
of our country” and emphasised
that when he voted against the war
resolution in 2002 he predicted
correctly that it would lead to Iraq’s
destabilisation.
Sanders’s remarks were echoed
by former Maryland governor Martin O’Malley — another long-shot
candidate — who said the Iraq war
was undertaken under “false pretences” and that legislators “got
railroaded” into voting for it. He
added that, at the time, he — then
the mayor of Baltimore — felt “the
world had gone mad” because
many people were saying that it
“would only take a couple of years
to build democracy in Iraq”.
Clinton responded to these direct and indirect attacks by saying
that US President Barack Obama,
her opponent for the Democratic
Party presidential nomination in
2008, “valued my judgment” in
choosing her as secretary of State.
She added that she spent “a lot of
time” in the White House Situation
Room making “very difficult deci-

Presidential hopeful Hillary Clinton makes thumbs up sign as Bernie Sanders looks on after the first Democratic presidential debate in
Las Vegas, Nevada, on October 13th.
sions” with the president.
Sanders described the Syria crisis
as a “quagmire in a quagmire” and
said he sympathised with Obama
for “trying to thread a tough needle” by supporting Syrians who are
against both Assad and the Islamic
State (ISIS) “without getting us on
the ground there”.
But Sanders criticised Clinton for
supporting a no-fly zone in Syria,
which he described as a “very
dangerous situation”. When asked
what he would do in Syria, Sanders
said he supported “putting together a coalition of Arab countries”,
not the use of US troops.
Clinton responded said she also
opposes putting US troops on the
ground in Syria, and supported
building an Arab coalition when

she was secretary of State.
On the issue of Russian involvement in Syria, Clinton said the
United States must stand up to
Russia President Vladimir Putin’s
“bullying” and tell him it is “not
acceptable” to bomb people on behalf of Assad.
She added that the United States
must use leverage to convince the
Russians to work towards a political solution to the crisis and said
her support for a no-fly zone was
part of this leverage.
Sanders, by contrast, said Putin would “regret what he is doing in Syria” once the Russians get
bogged down and suffered casualties there, and he suggested the
Russian people would then send
Putin a message to desist and “start

working with the United States”.
Former US senator Jim Webb,
from Virginia, who has since withdrawn from the Democratic primaries, tried to inject the Iran nuclear
issue into the debate by saying that
it enhanced Iran’s power in the region and made both Israel and Saudi Arabia question US commitment
to its allies. Webb later seemed to
contradict himself by saying the
United States needs to focus more
on Asia because the greatest strategic threat to the United States was
aggression and cyberattacks by
China.
Although Sanders did well in
the debate and generated enthusiasm from his more left-wing base,
Clinton had a very good night and
showed that she was in command

of the issues. She has staked out a
more hawkish position than most
of her Democratic rivals and appears much less reluctant than
Obama to get more involved militarily in the Syrian crisis.
Undoubtedly, Clinton is eyeing
the general election against a likely
Republican hawk but she will still
have to walk a political tightrope
because the American people as a
whole remain skittish about “military entanglements” in the Middle
East.
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.

British armed forces face battle
to recruit more Muslims
Dunia el-Zobeidi

London

T

he number of Muslims in
the British armed forces
has gone up by about
40% since 2007, the British Ministry of Defence
says, but more needs to be done to
overcome what it says is the false
perception that the army has been
fighting only Muslims in Iraq and
Afghanistan.
There are about 480 Muslims in
the British Army, accounting for
just 0.54% of the total of 88,500
regular soldiers but still an increase
from around 300 in 2008. In comparison, Muslims make up 4.4% of
the general British population, according to the 2011 census.

The number of
Muslims in the
British armed forces
has gone up by about
40% since 2007.

A Royal Air Force officer at Northholt base plays host to the
Armed Forces Muslim Celebrations on October 2nd.

“In my view, the values of the
armed forces are fully compatible
with the values of Islam as well as
other faiths,” Imam Asim Hafiz, the
Islamic adviser to the armed service chiefs, said.

Hafiz was speaking at an event
hosted by the Royal Air Force
marking Eid al-Adha in London on
October 2nd and commemorating
the contribution of Muslim soldiers
to the Allies in World War I.
“My grandfather served in
the UK armed forces,” Ashfaque
Chowdhury, chairman of the Association of Muslim Schools, said in a
speech. “We have this misconception that Muslims are against the
armed forces. I would like to clarify
that this is categorically not the
case. Muslims, as part of the British
society, need to participate in protecting the country.”
“Over 280,000 men from Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia fought in
Belgium and France during World
War I,” said Luke Ferrier of the
Forgotten Heroes 14-19 Foundation. “As many as 45,000 never returned home and many more were
wounded in some of the bloodiest
engagements on the western front.
Some of these soldiers received the
highest military honours for bravery and dedication to protecting
freedom and peace.”
Despite the past role of Muslims,
the armed services face problems
recruiting them as recent wars involving British troops have mainly
been fought in countries with a
largely Muslim population, such as
Afghanistan and Iraq.
“By far the biggest problem is

that there has been a big misrepresentation of what has been done
in Iraq and Afghanistan. We are not
fighting Muslims,” said Hafiz. “In
Afghanistan we have been fighting
criminals who happen to claim the
Muslim faith.

There are about 480
Muslims in the
British Army.
“Some Muslims say there
shouldn’t be Muslims serving in
the armed forces. They say they
are not Muslim. We can’t trust
them. But then Muslims began to
understand the armed forces better through events like today with
the community engaging with the
military and the military engaging
with the Muslim community. We
see the old perception has been
shattered and broke down.”
Asked how to overcome divisive issues Hafiz said: “People
are hijacking Islam for their political motives. It is important we
don’t let those voices make a wedge
between our society and between
our communities. So the challenge
will be that we stick together and
stay united against those voices
that attempt to divide us.”
Dunia el-Zobeidi is a regular Arab
Weekly contributor in London.
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Xenophobia alive and kicking in Turkey
Thomas Seibert

Turks Share Dismal Views of Foreign Powers

Istanbul

A

s Turkey hunts for the
people behind twin suicide attacks in Ankara
that killed more than
100 people, some are
convinced that no Turk could be
responsible for the deadliest act
of terrorism in the country’s history. Intelligence agencies of foreign countries are being accused of
sending the killers to the Turkish
capital.
Investigators said they found evidence that the Ankara bombers in
the October 10th attacks were Turkish citizens connected to the Islamic State (ISIS) in Syria. A suspected
Turkish ISIS member, a brother of
one of the alleged Ankara bombers,
used a similar method to kill more
than 30 people in an attack in Suruç
near the Syrian border in July.
These leads, however, have not
stopped some politicians and media from championing the view that
the Ankara attack was the result of a
conspiracy by foreign powers.

Negative opinions
of NATO, China, Iran
and Russia added to
what Pew said were
“dismal views of
foreign powers”
stated by Turks.
“These kind of operations are
not the work of three to five people
bent on adventure,” said Turkish
Minister of Education Nabi Avci.
“These operations are the work of
those activated by foreign intelli-
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Source: Spring 2015 Global Attitudes survey.
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gence services.”
Nihat Ergun, a former technology
minister, told Al Jazeera one of the
questions was whether ISIS had acted on its own or had been “used as
a subcontractor”, as he put it. “Foreign intelligence services might
have played a part,” he said.
Ismail Hakki Pekin, a former head
of the intelligence department for
Turkey’s general staff, said the aim
of powers behind the Ankara attack was to force the Turkish government to restart peace talks with
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) rebels. “This points to foreign intelligence services,” he said, adding
that Western countries had been
shocked by Turkey’s decision to be-

gin fresh air strikes against PKK positions after the Suruç attack.
Some reports pointed to German,
British and US intelligence agencies. The pro-government Sabah
newspaper reported one of the suicide bombers of Ankara might have
been a foreign ISIS member.
Distrust against foreign powers
in Turkey goes back to the end of
World War I, when Britain, Greece,
France and others decided to carve
up Anatolia after the collapse of the
Ottoman empire. The Turks pushed
foreigners out in a war led by Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, who founded the
Turkish republic in 1923.
The Kemalist state kept xenophobia alive by treating minorities,

such as Greeks, Armenians and others, as potential traitors. The Turkish left is also violently xenophobic
and sees Americans behind many
negative trends in the world. “The
Turk has no friend but the Turk,”
runs a popular saying.
That world view is very much
alive. In a poll by the Pew Research
Center conducted in April and May
and published October 15th, Turks
expressed negative opinions regarding every major world power
they were asked about.

Distrust against
foreign powers
in Turkey goes
back to the end of
World War I.
The European Union, which Turkey ostensibly wants to join, is regarded negatively by 49% of Turkish
respondents, with 33% expressing a
positive opinion. The United States,
Turkey’s most important single international partner, did even worse,
with 58% of those polled saying
they had an unfavourable view of
the country and 29% expressing a
favourable opinion. Negative opinions of NATO, China, Iran and Russia added to what Pew said were
“dismal views of foreign powers”
stated by Turks.
These general views of foreigners, coupled with suspicions arising
after the Ankara attacks, could influence Turkey’s snap parliamentary elections on November 1st. Up to
40% of Turks automatically blame
foreign powers if something bad
happens, according to Murat Gezici,
a respected pollster. “People see the
Ankara attack as an attack against
the Turkish republic,” Gezici told
The Arab Weekly. “Many believe

foreign powers were involved.”
That perception could benefit
the ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP) of President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, Gezici said.
While the opposition and some
media point to the failure of the security apparatus to stop the bombers, although they were known to
police, the government is able to
deflect some criticism by claiming
the mantle of patriotism and paint
a picture of Turkey being under attack from dark forces.
“The AKP and Erdogan will try
and use this feeling by saying:
‘Foreigners are attacking us,’” Gezici said. “That will strengthen the
AKP.”
He estimated that the governing
party could gain about 1 percentage point by employing this tactic,
winning nationalist and conservative voters. But he doubted that the
effect would be enough to push the
AKP to an absolute majority of seats
in parliament.
The question of whether the AKP
can regain control of parliament is
at the centre of the election. After
more than 12 years of governing
alone, the party lost its majority in
parliamentary elections in June.
When efforts to put together a coalition between the AKP and other
parties failed, Erdogan ordered the
new election.
Most polls give the religiously
conservative AKP just more than
40%, far ahead of the strongest
opposition group, the secularist
Republican People’s Party (CHP),
which stands at about 26%. The
right-wing Nationalist Movement
Party (MHP) and the pro-Kurdish
Democratic People’s Party (HDP)
are also expected to enter parliament, with 16% and 15% of the vote,
respectively.

Poll: American Jews split over Iran nuclear deal
The Arab Weekly staff

London

A

“

community conflicted about the Iran nuclear deal, concerned
about US-Israel relations, and worried
about rising anti-Semitism.” That is
how the American Jewish Committee (AJC) summed up the state of
opinion among American Jews in
2015, based on a recent survey.
The AJC 2015 Survey of American
Jewish Opinion gave a keen insight
into the issues that are most affecting the American Jewish community at a time when the Iran nuclear
deal has been formally adopted
and violence is escalating in Jerusalem.
“US Jews offer conflicting, and
seemingly contradictory, views on
the agreement reached between

Degree of confidence whether
the July 14th agreement will
prevent Iran from developing
nuclear weapons according to
AJC survey.
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confident

Not so
confident

Not at all
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the P5+1 and Iran on July 14. [But]
a clear majority of American Jews
lack confidence in the deal,” an AJC
release that accompanied the survey said.
According to the survey, 16.4%
of respondents said they “strongly
approved” of the Iran deal and
34.2% “somewhat approved” while
19.8% “somewhat disapproved”
and 27.4% “strongly disapproved”
indicating the emergence of two
distinct camps.
“With 51% of total respondents
approve of the [Iran] deal and 47%
disapprove, there is a significant
split within the community on the
issue: those who consider being
Jewish very important, those who
view caring about Israel as a key
part of their Jewish identity, and
those belonging to the traditional
denominations of Judaism are far
more likely to oppose the deal than
others. It may, in fact, be appropriate, in light of the data, to speak of
two diverging Jewish sub-communities,” the AJC statement said.
According to the AJC, 67% of
Orthodox and Conservative Jews
asked said they disapprove of
the agreement — 45% “strongly”.
While 54% of “Reform and Reconstruction Jews” said they approve
of the deal — 19% “strongly”. As for
those who identified as “just Jewish”, 69% of respondents stated approval of the deal — 24% strongly.
“Attitudes towards the deal also
vary by age. Among respondents
18- to 29-years old, 58% approve
and 38% disapprove of the deal.
For the 30- to 44-year-old cohort,
53% approve and 44% disapprove
of the agreement. For those 45- to
50-years old, 48% approve and
49% disapprove. And among the
60-and-over group, 48% approve
and 51% disapprove,” the study indicated.
That split could be seen in the approval/disapproval of Israeli Prime
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu’s
handling of US-Israel relations,
with 52% of respondents saying

that relations between Tel Aviv and
Washington are getting worse. Another 42% said that diplomatic relations had remained the same and
4.5% said they had improved.
The American Jewish community was similarly split over the prospects for peace between Palestine
and Israel, albeit less so.

51.9%
of those polled said
they favoured the
establishment of a
Palestinian state.
In what was almost an even split
as 51.9% of those polled said they
favoured the establishment of a
Palestinian state, with 46.1% opposing it. In a previous AJC survey
taken in 2013, 50% favoured and
47% opposed the establishment of
a Palestinian state.
About one-third — 35.7% — of
those asked said they believed that
the prospects for Israeli-Palestinian peace had decreased with 58.5%
saying that the prospects for peace
had stayed the same, which one
year ago was negligible. Just 4.1%
of respondents said that peace was
more likely.
A total of 1,030 Jews from across
the United States took part in the
poll during August, before the latest flare-up between Palestinians
and Israelis in Jerusalem. The latest violence, which has seen wave
of attacks and revenge attacks between ordinary Palestinians and
Israelis, indicates that peace is no
closer than before.
The AJC study looked at a number of other issues, not least American Jewish concern over the rise of
anti-Semitism in the United States,
which 85% of respondents identified as a “problem” — 21% as “a
very serious problem”.
As for anti-Semitism in the Arab

An attendee listens to US Secretary of State John Kerry deliver a
speech on the Iran agreement in Philadelphia, on September 2nd.
world, 95% said this was a problem
— 76% as “a very serious problem”.
The poll was conducted online
August 7th through the 22nd with

people invited to participate after
meeting previous qualification criteria. The data carry a margin of error of 4.7 percentage points.
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Palestinian olive oil production faces challenges
Aldo Pesce

Bari, Italy

F

or a Palestinian, nothing
represents a stronger connection to his land than
the olive tree.
These days hundreds of
families, following the tradition, are
gathering under old, majestic olive
trees with sticks and nets to harvest
the fruits of their orchards.
Olive is the most important tree in
the Holy Land. It is considered the
sacred tree by the three monotheistic religions. But for Palestinians,
this tree is more than a poetic or religious symbol.
There are around 94 hectares
devoted to olive tree cultivation in
the Palestinian territories. There
are 10 million olive trees planted
in the West Bank and Gaza. About
100,000 families get a significant
part of their livelihood from olive
oil production.

Olive oil production
could represent
around 15% of the
revenues of the
entire agricultural
sector.
Considering that currently the
price of olive oil is around $7.70 per
kilogram, one should easily figure
the importance of this agricultural
revenue by comparing it to the average income in the West Bank and
Gaza.
These numbers must not be underestimated. In good years, olive oil production could represent
around 15% of the revenues of the
entire agricultural sector. No surprise then when Palestinians call it
“green gold”.
But olive cultivation in this area
is a political issue and the harvest is

getting dangerous for Palestinians.
According to UN office for humanitarian affairs, some 50,000 trees
were destroyed by Israeli settlers
in recent years and violent attacks
against farmers were reported often.
The harvest is becoming similar
to a battlefield where settlers and
Arabs face off and where the weaker
is usually defeated.
The wall Israel started to build
about ten years ago, the numerous
curfews, long stops at check point
controls, the lack of protection by
the soldiers, the barriers preventing
the movement of people and goods
between the West Bank, Israel and
Gaza are just some of the difficulties
that make harvest operations and
olive oil commercialisation challenging.
But the Palestinian people consider olive trees a symbol of their
attachment to the land, so important and meaningful that they are
ready to risk their lives and the lives
of their loved ones to harvest the
precious olives and, despite the endemic lack of security and religious,
social, political problems whose solutions seem still far, the harvest is
every year a big feast for Palestinian
families.
The expected crop for the coming
season is modest. Official institutions forecast a total production of
15,000-18,000 tonnes of olive oil, of
which 10,000 tonnes come from the
West Bank with the rest from the
Gaza Strip. If confirmed, the data
represent a sharp drop compared to
the 24,000 tonnes of last harvest.
Fayad Fayad, president of the Palestinian Olive Oil Council, identified
the causes of this negative scenario:
the old age of the trees, the effect of
pests and the obsolescence and the
fragmentation of the mechanical facilities for oil extraction.
These factors, in conjunction
with obstacles caused by the occupation, are preventing the further
development of the sector.

A Palestinian hangs the Palestinian flag on an olive tree during a protest against what organisers say
is land confiscation by Israel to make way for the Israeli barrier in the occupied West Bank city of Beit
Jala, near Bethlehem, in September 2015.
For centuries, olive oil, known for
its qualities and health benefits, has
been one of the most valuable products of vital importance for people
living in parts of the Middle East.
Olive oil remains an essential part

of Palestinian economy.
Huge investments will be needed
to protect the heritage these old olive trees represent and the olive oil
they still produce but to invest in
these olives will mean betting on

the future of one of the few symbols
of peace still remaining in the Holy
Land.
Aldo Pesce is a freelance writer
based in Italy.

Mideast still crucial for oil supply: Experts
Amal Mudallali

Washington

T

he United States’ increasing energy independence
is fuelling a debate about
its engagement in the
Middle East and its commitment to the security and stability of Gulf Arab states. The question
heard in policy circles and oil markets is whether the United States
still needs the Gulf if it no longer
needs its oil.
While the current state of the
oil market poses challenges for
US-Gulf relations, in a world that
consumes 93 million barrels of oil
a day with expectations of increasing demand, it is not likely that the
Gulf region will become a global afterthought.
Molly Williamson, former deputy
assistant secretary in the departments of State, Defense and Commerce, told the annual Arab-US
policymakers conference in Washington that Russia, Saudi Arabia,
the United States, China and Canada produce 50% of the 93 million
barrels a day that the world consumes. Each of these countries,
Williamson said, has a unique
“clock”.
Russia’s clock is “running out of
people and money”, she said. Not
only is Russia’s population declining, but the fall in oil prices has devastated its finances. This “clock”
determines Russia’s geostrategic
moves. “If you are going to cause
mischief,” Williamson said, “It is in
the interest of Russia to do it sooner
than later.”
Saudi Arabia has a different
clock. With more than half of its
population under age 27 and looking for opportunities, diversifying

the economy is critical for the kingdom.
The United States and Canada,
Williamson said, suffer from a
severe backlog in infrastructure
spending. China is experiencing an
economic slowdown and also faces
a demographic challenge due to an
ageing population.
With these ticking clocks in
the major oil producers, the Middle East, especially Saudi Arabia,
seems to be in a better position
than many others and its importance will probably grow rather
than diminish.
Herman Franssen, executive director of the Energy Intelligence
Group, predicted that the Middle

East will remain “crucial for supply of oil for decades to come”. He
said that Saudi Arabia is the only
one with the spare capacity because “we can’t get oil quickly like
Saudi Arabia and the kingdom has
that power and OPEC still has this
power”.

It is not likely that
the Gulf region will
become a global
afterthought.
Franssen said the market will
continue in oversupply until the
third quarter of 2016 and by the end
of next year will start to balance.

But he cautioned that it was highly
unlikely that the price of oil would
reach $100 per barrel; $60 or $70 is
more likely, he said.
However, Franssen called on
people not to underestimate what
electric automobile company Tesla
is doing and to watch for a possible
“breakthrough” in the electric car
business that could have a huge impact on oil demand.
He was sceptical that the United
States would reach the level of energy independence that it wants
and warned: “To look at energy
independence to rebalance our interest in the region is not a smart
thing.” If the United States “does
not defend its allies… this will up-

A gas flame near the Khurais oilfield, about 160 km (99 miles) from Riyadh.

set the balance and put it in a disadvantageous position in the world”,
he said.
Franssen
said
Washington
should not remain on the sidelines
and noted the situation is making it
difficult for Gulf states to have confidence in US policy. But, he asked,
“Where else can they go? France is
not a major power” and in the end,
“only the US has the power to defend Saudi Arabia”.
One US government official who
attended the conference and spoke
to The Arab Weekly denied that the
United States had written off the
region.
Richard Westerdale, director of
the Energy Resources Bureau’s Policy Analysis and Public Diplomacy
Office at the US State Department,
said America’s energy future “is
bright and can play a transformative role”. He added that the United
States has no desire or ability to
decouple from the international
market.
“The idea of energy independence is a myth,” Westerdale said. “It
cannot exist today in a globally interconnected economy, especially
as oil markets demonstrate that anything that happens in the world affects us here” in the United States.
He reiterated that Washington’s
“commitment to the Middle East
has never been stronger”, and “the
US will remain engaged with the
Gulf to help in security and usher
an energy future”.
When asked about the impact of
Iran’s imminent re-entry into the
oil market, Westerdale said this
would not happen at the expense
of Gulf allies. “We are not talking
about a zero-sum game,” he said.
Amal Mudallali is a Washington
correspondent for The Arab
Weekly.
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Challenges ahead for Iraqi oil
capacity growth
Walid Khadduri

Beirut

I

raq’s oil production capacity
has expanded over five years
from 2.4 million barrels per
day (bpd) to around 4 million
bpd. The rapid rise is attributed to the development of giant
southern fields and the expansion
of southern export infrastructure.
Special facilities were constructed in 2015 to export more than
200,000 bpd of Basra Heavy crude
oil, separate from the Basra Light
oil, as separation of crude is required by refineries. New pipelines
and tank farms were constructed
to meet increasing southern oil
supplies. Southern production is
around 3.2 million bpd. It is projected that incremental supplies during
2016 will be around 200,000 bpd.
Exports from northern Iraq have
also increased, both from the Kurdish Regional Government (KRG) oil
fields and the federally owned but
KRG-operated Kirkuk fields. Production is 600,000-800,000 bpd.
The rapid rise of Iraq’s production capacity is projected to slow
in 2016. Challenges to the industry include the usual problems
encountered since 2003: political
insecurity, sectarian conflict, rise
of militia powers. New projected
problems could include a financial
crunch, internal conflicts among
the Kurds and the long-promised
campaign to liberate the province
of Nineveh from Islamic State (ISIS)
occupation.

World Bank sees
depressed oil,
commodity prices
through 2016
The World Bank said it expects
global commodity prices to remain
weak through 2016, with returning
Iran exports holding oil down.
The bank also said that a forecast
strong return of the El Nino weather
phenomenon, which can hit essential southern hemisphere food
crops, will not likely force grain prices sharply higher because of generous stockpiles.
The World Bank cut its forecast for
2015 average crude oil prices to $52
a barrel from $57 estimated three
months ago. For 2016, the average
price forecast is $51. The bank said
the main reason for the depressed
outlook is the expected return of
Iran crude to global markets once
international sanctions related to
Tehran’s nuclear programme are
dropped.
The picture for commodities
generally is weak, with the slower
global economy. “All main commodity price indices are expected to decline in 2015, mainly owing to ample
supply and, in the case of industrial
commodities, slowing demand in
China and emerging markets,” the
bank said.
(Agence France-Presse)

Lower oil income
to drive fiscal
reforms in GCC

Iraq is among the
world’s top five oil
reserve holders,
with more than 150
billion barrels.
Financial crunch: In August,
Fitch Ratings assigned Iraq a longterm foreign currency Issuer Default Rating (IDR) of “B-minus”
with a “stable outlook”. The agency
has long assigned Iraq a country
ceiling of “B-minus” and a shortterm IDR of “B”.
In mid-August, Oil Minister Adel
Abdul Mahdi wrote in Iraqi newspaper Al-Adala that the country’s
oil revenue from 2003-15 totalled
about $800 billion.
Approximately $830 billion is
“missing”, he added. It is assumed
that “missing” means the money
was used for corruption, briberies
and laundering. Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi has made similar accusations against the regime
of former PM Nuri al-Maliki.
Commodity dependence in Iraq
is among the highest of all ratedsovereigns. Oil accounts for about
40% of gross domestic product
(GDP) and more than 90% of fiscal
and current external receipts.
Iraq is showing financial strains.
The government has cleared $9 billion of payment arrears to international oil companies that were run
up in 2014. Scores of construction
companies and consulting firms
have not been paid. The big crunch
threatening the country is the government’s lack of sufficient financial liquidity to pay the 8 million
civil servants and government retirees their salaries. Government’s
debt is about 51% of GDP.
Kurdish conflict: The political
situation with the KRG has deteriorated rapidly in the past few
months, with no resolution in
sight. Turkey’s Kurdistan Workers’
Party (PKK) is fighting both Turkish authorities and the KRG. The
PKK is reportedly sabotaging pipelines from northern Iraq to Turkey,
supplies that include oil from KRG
and Kirkuk fields. Northern oil exports will not be a secure oil supply to customers. Baghdad is also
challenging KRG exports as being

Briefs

Iraqi fighters from the Popular Mobilisation units drive at the petrochemical plant in the town of
Baiji north of Tikrit, after they retook the industrial area from ISIS, on October 16th.
“smuggled” oil. US courts have
forbidden KRG oil delivery to the
United States.
The KRG does not have a president; Masoud Barzani’s term has
ended. There is no agreement
among Kurdish parties on a successor. Skirmishes occur daily in
northern cities among supporters
of the various Kurdish parties. One
of the major complaints by the opposition is the corruption in the
KRG-run oil sector.
Military campaign to liberate
Mosul: The long-awaited military
offensive to liberate the province
of Nineveh from ISIS occupation is
approaching. The campaign will tax
Baghdad’s coffers and cause political havoc. Baghdad is coordinating
military plans with Russia, Syria
and Iran. The Kurdish peshmerga, a
major force in the Mosul campaign,
coordinates with the United States.
ISIS occupied provincial capital
Mosul in June 2014. The liberation
of Nineveh will not be easy and is
expected to take a long time, as the
liberation of the Anbar province has

demonstrated. The Mosul fighting
will slow activities in KRG oil fields
as expatriate workers and engineers
may be evacuated, as happened in
June 2014.

40%

of gross domestic
product (GDP) and
more than 90% of
fiscal and current
external receipts
is accounted to oil
alone.
Iraq’s fiscal position has deteriorated rapidly since 2013, owing to
mismanagement, deterioration of
oil prices, higher military spending and costs associated with civil
conflict.
Iraq is among the world’s top five
oil reserve holders, with more than
150 billion barrels, with significant

amounts of natural gas. Production
costs are low.
The oil infrastructure lacked the
necessary maintenance during international sanctions imposed on
Iraq following the August 1990 invasion of Kuwait. Much of the infrastructure was destroyed in the wars
and domestic conflicts since 1980.
The bulk of oil production facilities and infrastructure are away
from areas of domestic insecurity
but they are in dire need of maintenance and expansion. This requires
much funding and time, particularly as oil exports rise. Infrastructure
bottlenecks remain a constraint to
Iraqi exports and could be set back
by payment arrears.
Iraq is the second largest oil producer of the Organisation of the
Petroleum Exporting Countries
(OPEC). The rise in its capacity is
significant in both providing more
supplies to world oil markets and in
determining OPEC’S quota system.
Walid Khadduri is an Iraqi writer
on energy affairs based in Beirut.

A projected long-term drop in oil
prices will drive fiscal reforms in energy-dependent Gulf states and spur
public borrowing, Moody’s Investor Service said. The ratings agency
revised its projections for oil prices
from $65 a barrel to average $55 in
2015 and $53 in 2016.
The Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCC), which includes Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and
the United Arab Emirates, depends
on oil for around 90% of its revenues.
“We expect that the impact of
lower hydrocarbon revenues on
GCC public finances will spur policy
adjustments in 2016,” said Steffen
Dyck, a senior analyst at Moody’s.
“These could include reductions in
subsidy spending and measures to
broaden the non-oil revenue base.”
Oil prices have fallen about 60%
since June 2014 due to oversupply
and weak global demand.
As a result, GCC states are expected to lose $300 billion in oil revenues, said the International Monetary Fund.
(Agence France-Presse)

Egypt central
bank devalues
pound
Egypt’s central bank weakened
the value of the Egyptian pound
against the US dollar. The bank’s October 18th action dropped the value
from 7.83 to 7.93 pounds per dollar.
This is the weakest the pound
has been since December 2012. The
new rate could boost much-needed
foreign investment, as investors
and economists see the currency as
overvalued.
“We should be expecting gradual and managed movement,” said
Hany Farhat, senior economist at CI
Capital. He said the move was expected, and that his firm forecasts
the pound will continue to weaken
and reach 8.2 to the dollar by the
end of the year.
(The Associated Press)
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Offre Joie: Building peace, one smile at a time
Nizar Hassan

Beirut

W

hile men in Tripoli’s warring neighbourhoods of Bab
al-Tabbaneh
and
Jabal Mohsen were
fighting in May 2008, their children were playing and laughing
together, learning about tolerance,
respect and forgiveness.
“Although they were enemies,
both sides trusted us and felt that
their children were in safe hands,”
said Melhem Khalaf, co-founder
and director of Farah al-Ataa — Arabic for “Joy of Giving” — which took
children to a summer camp to distract them from the bloodshed.

Dealing with
religious affiliation
is often criticised by
secularists as
reinforcing
sectarian identities.
The organisation, known in
French as Offre Joie, has been working for more than a decade in underprivileged quarters of northern
Lebanon’s largest city, rebuilding
homes and restoring hope in an
area where 40% of teenagers visited a rehabilitation facility at least
once.
The non-governmental organisation’s (NGO) engagement in Tripoli
started in 2002 when five volunteers visited the impoverished
Baal al-Darawish on the green line
between the two rival neighbourhoods and decided to change what
they saw, said Khalaf, a law professor at St Joseph University in Beirut.
Since then, the association has
helped reconstruct two villages in
southern Lebanon, rehabilitated
eight prisons in the country and

renovated 14 schools to give children fresh spaces to learn.
Despite the nature of its activities, Farah al-Ataa is far from being
a typical NGO. “It is rather a young
citizen movement founded on the
principle of solidarity” in which nobody, regardless of the size of their
contributions, receives any payment in return for their services,
Khalaf said.
Key decisions are made by five
people who co-founded the organisation in 1985. All participants are
volunteers with responsibilities determined according to their experience and capacity.
Some relief actions are undertaken “instantly”, even before funding
is ensured, said Mohammad Diab,
a volunteer who attended summer
camps as a child and is now one of
Farah al-Ataa’s most active members. Money comes afterward in
form of contributions by individuals or companies.
This was the case when a car
bomb killed police intelligence
chief Brigadier-General Wissam alHassan in October 2012 and damaged three apartment buildings in
Beirut’s Ashrafieh neighbourhood.
More than 1,600 volunteers, sporting blue hats, repaired about 80
homes in three months.
The success of his NGO model
encouraged Khalaf to look beyond
Lebanon. Following the bombing
that killed 52 worshippers at Baghdad’s Lady of Salvation Catholic
church in 2010, he led a group of
Farah al-Ataa volunteers to the
Iraqi capital to show solidarity with
families of the victims.
It developed into an occasion to
recruit a number of young Iraqis,
who after being trained in Lebanon,
now run their own organisation,
Farah al-Ataa-Iraq.
The group has expanded to the
Kurdish cities of Erbil and Dohuk,
where it established an educational
institution in the latter, named “the
coexistence school”, hosting 940

Volunteers with Offre Joie on site at Ashrafieh neighbourhood in Beirut.
pupils.
In both Lebanon and Iraq, Farah
al-Ataa’s defining characteristic has
been its ability to work with a crosssectarian volunteer base despite intense divisions. This inspired Farah
al-Ataa’s mission to achieve “diversity within unity”, Khalaf said.
At the climax of Lebanon’s civil
war, Khalaf and four friends gathered children from different religions in one place in a very divided
Beirut. They were surprised to have
117 participants despite all the hatred and fear.
The sensitivity of hosting children from different backgrounds
required special measures, which
were eventually entrenched as rituals that organisers stick to in every
activity.
Children gather for the national

anthem in the morning, say a common prayer before every meal and
another in the evening. More significantly, meat is not served on
Fridays, to respect an old Christian
tradition and, when served, it is halal in line with Muslim rules. Those
who wish to visit a church on Sunday or a mosque on Friday are taken
to their place of worship.
“We communicate these things
to the kids because we want them
to be aware of the other and experience what coexistence really
means,” Khalaf said.
This manner of dealing with religious affiliation is often criticised
by secularists as reinforcing sectarian identities.
After spending two-thirds of his
life with his Farah al-Ataa “family”,
as he calls it, Diab sees the matter

differently.
“The good thing about it is that
when we ask people to join, we
don’t ask them to leave anything
[their religious identity] outside,”
Diab said. “What scares people
most and pushes them out is the
idea that you are here to take something from them, to extract a part of
who they are.”
For those investing their time
with Farah al-Ataa, the journey towards change is slow and it is about
planting seeds and being patient.
“One drop of water will not pierce
a stone,” Diab says. “It might take a
thousand years, but drop after drop,
a hole will be eventually carved.”
Nizar Hassan is a Beirut-based
reporter who contributed this
article to The Arab Weekly.

Blue Beach Resort, a Gaza attraction despite siege, restrictions
Saud Abu Ramadan

Gaza City

T

he new Blue Beach Resort in the northern Gaza
Strip offers a respite to
residents
accustomed
to summer holidays in
beachfront retreats in Egypt or Turkey.
Foreigners, however, may need
to have a local with them to explain
the ins-and-outs at Blue Beach, an
attraction for Gaza’s elite and the
foreign non-governmental organisation community alike.
When women swim in the pool,
men are not allowed because co-ed
sport is banned by Gaza’s Hamas
rulers. Usually, women swim in
headscarf, T-shirts and knee-length
shorts and not in one- or two-piece
suits.
No alcohol is served on the premises, just juices such as freshly
squeezed lemon juice with crushed
mint. Hamas bans alcohol, however, because of local smugglers
and foreigners, wine, beer and hard
spirits find their way to Gaza and
Blue Beach.
There is no bar, no nightclub, no
discotheque and no belly dancers
at Blue Beach. There is a lone male
singer or an all-male band performing on specific days to an audience
smoking water pipes or puffing
on cigarettes, with caffeine intake
from tea and coffee.
Smoking is not banned, although
Hamas advocates its prohibition,
deeming it harmful to public health.
In each room, there is a prayer
carpet and a copy of the Quran. The
hotel’s television sets, however, receive a variety of satellite stations
showing Western movies, pop hits
and video clips and sports with

A general view of the pool at Gaza’s Blue Beach resort taken from the rooftop.
mixed sexes.
“No matter what, it’s a great place
for family,” said Mahmoud Badder,
55, a clothing store owner, who said
he often visits Blue Beach with his
wife and four children.
Previously, the family’s summer
vacation was to Egypt or Turkey until Gaza came under Israeli siege in
2007 to punish Hamas for violently
taking over the area from the Palestinian Authority.
“The trip to Egypt or to Turkey
in the past used to cost me around
$2,000 for one week but this time
we spent three nights at the Blue
Beach and I just paid $500 for everything,” Badder said.
“Here, I have my car and within
15 minutes, we can be at home.”
Gaza residents are generally con-

servative Muslims.
Many come from tribal patriarchal backgrounds where men have
the only say in family matters,
while women have specific duties,
such as cleaning, cooking and raising children.

When women swim
in the pool, men are
not allowed because
co-ed sport is
banned by Gaza’s
Hamas rulers.
They often reject Hamas’s militant approach and its policies. That
includes imposing the head-to-toe
covering, which has made its way
into Gaza’s schools, universities and

courtrooms, but not into private
places such as hotels and resorts.
Attractions such as the Blue Beach
are important for Gaza’s population
of 1.8 million. Three Israeli wars,
the last of which was in July 2014,
devastated the area’s infrastructure
and left many people homeless.
Owners of Blue Beach said Hamas
had told them it had “no problem”
having the resort in the area as long
as “it would boost the deteriorating
economy” but insisted that “conservative traditions and Islamic
rules must be observed”.
The resort was built on 15,000
square metres of land and includes
a hotel, 152 chalets, recreation facilities, a children’s amusement park,
a bowling lounge, arcades shop and
two swimming pools, all surround-

ed by greenery and palm trees. Coffee shops and restaurants are scattered along the way from the main
hotel building to the swimming
pools.
Nabeel al-Sarraf, chairman of the
Palestinian Real Estate Investment
Company, which runs the resort,
said Gaza’s acute power shortages
were regular problems.
“We’re working in the resort with
half of our abilities,” Sarraf said,
adding that more staff members
were being trained to take up positions soon because “the numbers of
local tourists are increasing”.
For Hamas and other Gaza residents, the resort is not only an
outing. “It props up the economy
through encouraging domestic
tourism,” Gaza economist Moeen
Rajab said.
“Local investment projects in
tourism are good for boosting the
deteriorated economy,” Rajab said.
He explained that such projects are
encouraging “because they cover
up for the negative fallouts of the
Israeli blockade”.
Rezeq al-Hello, director-general
of the Palestinian Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities, said Hamas
“doesn’t obstruct or block the establishment of resorts all over the
coastal enclave”.
“We ease the process of building
and licencing these resorts to help
jump-start Gaza’s poor economy,”
he said.
Room prices are mostly affordable for Gaza’ better off, who make
up about 3% of the population. The
cost per person ranges $100-$160
per night, depending on whether
the room has a sea or city view.
Saud Abu Ramadan, based in Gaza,
is an Arab Weekly correspondent
who has been covering the IsraeliPalestinian conflict for 28 years.
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Carthage festival showcases vibrancy of theatre
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

A

ctors, artists and theatre
enthusiasts flocked to the
opening of the Carthage
Theatre Days, kicking
off an eight-day festival.
The Avenue of Habib Bourguiba in
downtown Tunis was decorated with
a symbolic red carpet leading to the
Municipal Theatre, the capital’s hallmark performance venue, to mark
the event.
Festival visitors were treated to
music and street art on the avenue as
well as a variety of plays in theatres
scattered across the city, as the gala
began its 17th edition.

This edition
promises a wealth of
plays as well as good
quality with shows
from all different
genres.
The Carthage Theatre Days programme includes 67 Tunisian performances, 29 Arab shows and 18 from
Europe. Morocco, which this year
celebrates the centennial of its theatre, is the guest of honour and was
represented by five theatrical performances through October 24th.
“This year’s programme is quite
extensive in terms of quality and
number, treating its goers to quite a
mixture of plays from different countries. This edition promises a wealth
of plays as well as good quality with
shows from all different genres,” said
Lassaad Jamoussi, director of the

17th Carthage Theatre Days.
Lassaad ben Abdallah, Tunisian
stage director and a participant in
the festival, says it is an important
cultural event but also a reaffirmation of life despite terror threats.
“Although the festival was always
a celebration of art, it takes on a
deeper aspect today as it constitutes
a celebration of life especially that
the culture of life is threatened by
the culture of death and terrorism,”
he said. “It is a call to keep standing
despite all.”
The festival adopted a policy of decentralisation and has had pre-openings in interior regions of Tunisia.
Jamoussi emphasised the importance of the festival’s presence in the
interior as an attempt to rejuvenate
Tunisian culture.
“It is important to spread the cultural scene to regions that have been
denied such shows in the past. It is
good for the regions to explore the
theatre in a new dimension. People
in these places are not familiar with
theatre and this would give a new
breath to the cultural scene of the
region,” Jamoussi said.
Many praised the decentralisation
policy but others say even more is
needed.
Ben Abdallah said he appreciates
the effort of expanding the festival
to reach out to regions away from
the capital but he added that they
should work to create their own festivals.
“The regions need to become more
active throughout the year and not
just during the festival. They need to
create their own productions,” Ben
Abdallah said.
“It would be great if each town
created its own festival and events
to attract people to their towns dur-

Lassaad Jamoussi, festival director, at the opening of the Carthage Theatre Days.
ing the festival. It could also be specific to each region and its culture.”
In addition to shows in the regions,
Carthage Theatre Days hosts shows
at educational institutions. About
300 theatre events were scheduled
for schools.
“This outreach effort aims to sensitise children to the importance of
theatre. We want to emphasise the
importance of art in forming the personality of children and young people by showing them different genres of artistic expression,” Jamoussi
said.
The programme also includes a
conference that addresses the status

of artists and the intellectual community in Tunisia.
“Artists suffer from economic
problems, including lack of funding and stable income. We will try
to think of the solutions and way to
surmount these troubles,” said Mohamed Amine Ben Hlel, spokesman
of the festival.
During the opening ceremony, Jamoussi announced that the festival
had prepared the “Carthage Declaration”, which calls for the protection
of artists and intellectuals in conflict
zones. The declaration will be submitted to the Ministry of Culture,
which will present it to the United

Nations.
In inaugurating the festival, Jamoussi underlined its role in drawing attention to the vitality of art for
people and the country.
“Theatre is the stage for rights and
freedoms. It is at the origin of the
song of freedom. It is a venue for
questioning and doubt amidst the
conflict of mankind with the self.
Above all, theatre is a civic issue,” he
said in a speech at the opening of the
festival.
Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and
Culture contributor for The Arab
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

Lara Baladi, from tapestry to archival art
Najwa Saad

Washington

A

s part of its Perspectives
contemporary art series
showcasing large-scale
works, the Smithsonian
Institution’s Arthur M.
Sackler Gallery in Washington recently opened an exhibit called
Oum el Dounia, a large-scale, photo-composed tapestry by EgyptianLebanese photographer and multimedia artist Lara Baladi.
The entrance to Oum el Dounia —
The Mother of the World — and the
artwork itself is strange. Passing
through the dim surface-level pavilion, the space resolves towards
Baladi’s bright yellow and blue tapestry on the far wall. At 9 metres
long by 3 metres high, this fantastical montage, composed mostly of
her own photographs and a vintage
postcards of Egypt, offers lovelorn
mermaids, hackneyed images of
Egypt and other characters designed to confront cultural stereotypes.
Visitors peer curiously across
this mysterious composition, scanning images and symbolic elements

Lara Baladi’s Oum el Dounia

based on myths and archetypical
characters. “In thinking about how
to represent my experience in the
desert,” Baladi said. “I looked to
fairy tales such as ‘Alice in Wonderland’ and ‘The Little Mermaid’,
postcards and my own archive.
The resulting collage… turn[s] the
stereotypical image of the Western
Orientalism upside down.”
Shapes float like negatives of her
trade. Puzzle pieces — fitting, yet
not — raising questions. Quizzically
provocative, the textile prompts
stepping back, then refocusing to
parse meaning as viewers guess
about the fairy tale characters — so
improbably appearing in the landscape.
The lower half is immersed in
warm golden sand and features an
unusual mushroom formation — an
Egyptian natural wonder. Above,
vibrant blue cools with images of
the sea and perhaps Baladi’s face,
looking towards open hands. A
sphinx presides and mermaids
bridge the colour line. A miniature
Dejeuner Sur le Desert appears.
Like a dream in which disparate
memories are conflated into a story
that may or may not be interpretable. Baladi employs Western and
Egyptian cultural icons as meta-

phor. Smirking in a sort of canny
cultural diplomacy, her whimsy integrates Disney characters in a fantasy fusion; she questions memes
and delights in crossing bridges.
The picnic evokes the tea party
showing “innocent” Alice in a
white dress. The caterpillar is “the
philosopher, wandering about both
time and space”, Baladi told Carol
Huh, assistant curator of contemporary Asian art at the Freer and
Sackler Galleries. “Those are concepts embodied by the desert.”

Baladi employs
Western and
Egyptian cultural
icons as metaphor.
The gallery selected Baladi’s
multidisciplinary work for “its
question[ing] and experiment[ing]
with the photographic medium
and its history and role in shaping
perceptions and narratives of the
Middle East”.
Apart from its design merits, the
tapestry is a good example of a
digital design rendered line by line
in wool and cotton by an electronic loom. The auto-loom concept
emerged in the early 19th century

when weavers used punch cards to
produce intricate Jacquard fabrics.
Unfortunately, because of paltry signage the gallery misses an
opportunity to provide a deeper
narrative of Baladi’s oeuvre. Some
viewers leave perplexed and unaware of her significance as an artist-documentarian. From today’s
media-laden vantage point, her
tapestry hangs as a static exhibit.
It would have been ideal to provide
seating, allowing visitors to reflect
and watch a video of Baladi explaining her inspiration and bringing her important work up to date.
Drawing across sources to create provocative art and commentary, she explores how information
and stories are told and conveyed,
interpreted and internalised. She
again used Alice’s dialogue with
the caterpillar in a 2013 video honouring the anniversary of the 2011
Tahrir Square uprising.
The caterpillar exasperates Alice
by repeating the question “Whooo
are you?” Alice replies “I can’t explain myself, because I’m not myself… It is not clear to me.” A historical figure urges: “Find out who
you are… You are the story of mankind.”
With her passionate artist’s call-

ing to preserve and publicise collections of documentary materials,
Baladi is recognised as a pioneer
artist-archivist. The Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT)
awarded her a prestigious two-year
teaching fellowship as part of its interdisciplinary focus and mounted
her exhibition Vox Populi, Archiving a Revolution in the Digital Age,
a series of new media works on
Tahrir Square created with MIT’s
OpenDocLab. These events are
the most digitally documented
and disseminated in history. MIT
recently opened Baladi’s new interactive exhibit about the Occupy
movement in the United States.
Sarah Wolozin, director of the
MIT Open Documentary Lab, told
The Arab Weekly: “We’re all inundated with information… and it’s
really interesting to see [Baladi’s]
work at the forefront, exploring
ways to navigate this information
which is interesting in itself. She’s
an incredibly innovative and cutting-edge thinker and her project is
so important.”
Baladi’s Tahrir Square project
was “an event-based piece and
she put all kinds of documents on
the wall so people could interact…
[Her installation] recreated an experience of those 18 days in Egypt.
Coming from a very important region of the world… she has a lot of
fascinating ideas around art making and collaborative work with archives in particular,” Wolozin said.
From woven dreamscape to
bringing story telling alive through
curated collections of audio, visual
and texted material, Baladi will
continue to intrigue and educate,
bearing witness to important social/political movements through
her multimedia art.
The Perspectives: Lara Baladi exhibit is to run through June 5, 2016,
at the Sackler.
Najwa Saad is a Washington
correspondent for The Arab
Weekly.
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The Birthmark
Theory of
Canadian-Libyan
artist Arwa Abouon
Dunia el-Zobeidi

London

B

irthmark Theory, an exhibition at London Print
Studio by Libyan-Canadian artist Arwa Abouon,
playfully uses traditions
and phrases of Islam to give a subtle message that it is a blessing to
be from two cultures, not a curse.
Abouon deals with themes such
as identity, duality and spirituality

in her work and the importance of
her family in her life is clear.
Her work, she says, “results from
dynamic interactions between personal reflections on human nature,
to meet and see the world as it is,
and the multiple perspectives of
my own gaze”. Her work is usually
photographic but she also uses video or design.
“The themes addressed in my
works stem directly from my life
experience as a female artist living
and working between cultures,”
Abouon said in a statement posted

Arwa Abouon – I’m Sorry/I Forgive You, Diptych (2012)

by the studio, “and yet the aim is to
show how a single person’s ‘double
vision’ can produce images that
possess much wider social effects
by collapsing racial, cultural and
religious borders. In other words,
the images, which are seemingly
autobiographical in nature, move
beyond mere autobiography.”
Birthmark Theory, Abouon’s
first solo exhibition in Britain, features the Mirror Mirror/Allah Allah
diptych, in which Abouon raises
religious and gender issues by using the Muslim veil as a symbol to

Arwa Abouon – Mirror Mirror/Allah Allah, Diptych (2012)

question inner versus outer spirituality and in which she concludes
that the most important thing is to
see herself through God, as one of
his human creations.
In the I’m Sorry/I Forgive You
diptych, Abouon uses an Islamic
geometric design pattern as a background to the gentle act of contact
between her parents, set in the private space of worship at home. The
piece is to point out both the acts
of love and compassion and wanting to elevate them as visual monuments in themselves.
“My work results from dynamic
interactions between personal reflections on human nature, to meet
and see the world as it is and the
multiple perspectives of my own
gaze. My works are usually photographic but sometimes integrate
video, design or additional installations,” she said.
Also on display is the Abouon
Family picture, in which each
member is positioned to denote
his or her role in the nuclear unit.
While the father stands tall protecting the siblings, it is the mother
who gazes straight into the camera.
Holding her prayer beads, she represents a “pillar of faith” that for
Abouon stands as a reference to the
Quranic verse that says “paradise
lays beneath the mother’s feet”.
Born in Tripoli, Libya, in 1982,
Abouon belongs to the Amazigh

ethnic group indigenous to North
Africa and studied design art at
Concordia University in Montreal,
where she lives and works.
Abouon said she seeks to ask
questions through her images and
provoke discussion about religion
and identity.
“I question my own place within
a so-called Western culture on the
one hand and an upbringing in a
Muslim household on the other,”
she posted on her website.

Abouon uses an
Islamic geometric
design pattern as a
background to the
gentle act of contact
between her parents.
On the Birthmark Theory website, Abouon was quoted as saying:
“My ultimate aim is to sculpt a finer
appreciation of the Islamic culture
by shifting the focus from political
issues to a poetic celebration of the
faith’s foundations. I hope my work
is always visually intricate in the
subtleties within its voice.”
The exhibition is part of the Nour
Festival of Art, which runs in London until November 8th, an annual
showcase of Middle Eastern and
North African arts featuring music,
film, food, exhibitions, talks and
dance.

University of Birmingham exhibits one of oldest Quran fragments
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

T

he fragments of manuscript are old, among
the oldest examples of
the Quran ever found
but they certainly don’t
predate the Prophet Mohammad,
as some excitable media outlets
claimed.
Some of the oldest fragments of
the Quran are on display at the University of Birmingham. The pages
have been carbon dated to between
568 and 645, meaning it likely predates the rule of Caliph Uthman,
the third of Islam’s four Rightly
Guided Caliphs, responsible for the
compilation and canonisation of
the Quran in its current form.
According to some accounts, Uthman ordered the destruction of all
other copies of the Quran. However, the two pages, now part of the
university’s Mingana Collection,
somehow escaped the purge. At

the latest, the two leaves were completed less than 20 years after the
death of Prophet Mohammad — the
person who inscribed them would
very likely have been alive during
the lifetime of the Prophet and may
have been one of his companions.
Susan Worrall, director of special
collections at the Cadbury Research
Library at the University of Birmingham, said: “The radiocarbon
dating has delivered an exciting result, which contributes significantly to our understanding of the earliest written copies of the Quran.”
The two leaves show parts of Surat al-Kahf, Surat Maryam and Surat al-Taha in early Hijazi script, an
early form of Arabic writing that is
very angular and does not include
dots or diacritical marks but is still
legible to modern readers.
“We are thrilled that such an important historical document is here
in Birmingham, the most culturally
diverse city in the UK,” Worrall said.
Away from the uproar surrounding the age of the two seventhcentury leaves, the story of their

discovery or rediscovery in the archives of the Birmingham University in between the leaves of another
older Quran manuscript is also interesting.

The pages have been
carbon dated to
between 568 and
645, meaning it
likely predates the
rule of Caliph
Uthman.
It was researcher Alba Fedeli
who made the finding. “I was able
to recognise that it was composed
of two groups of leaves, coming
from two different manuscripts,”
she said.
Historically significant discoveries are not just made at archaeological digs but also among uncategorised or mis-categorised artefacts
and documents in university and
museum vaults as well, Fedeli said.
“Libraries, museums and ar-

chives have collections that are
waiting to be studied, understood
and shared,” she added.
Muslims and non-Muslims from
across the world have headed to
Birmingham — a city with one of
the largest Muslim communities in
the United Kingdom — to see these
long-lost fragments of Islam.
Visitors have taken to pinning
notes complimenting the exhibition at its entrance.
“This is how you bring communities together and increase integration and openness,” read one.
“A truly spiritual experience. The
revelation in each manuscript is
invaluable,” read another.
“When I saw these pages I was
very moved. There were tears of
joy and emotion in my eyes. And
I’m sure people from all over the
UK will come to Birmingham to
have a glimpse of these pages,”
Muhammad Afzal, chairman of the
Birmingham Central Mosque, told
the BBC.
But just what do the two pages
reveal? That is the question that

Fedeli is wrestling with.
“Two pages cannot say a lot as
they are only a fragment, a piece
to be connected with the other
early Quranic fragments scattered
all over the world. All these early
Quranic manuscripts, all together,
are the oldest witnesses we have
about the beginning of Islam. They
can shed new light on the historic
[nature] of Quranic text, but they
should be studied in comparison
and connection with other manuscripts. This is the research I am
pursuing now,” she said.
As for the media’s preoccupation with the precise age of the
manuscript, Fedeli is less understanding, saying that carbon dating is just one tool that academics
use. “The results of radiocarbon
analysis give us a period and not a
precise year. The results should be
used as a piece of a bigger part in
connection with previous results
based on the analysis of the script
and the text as well as in connection with the analysis of other
manuscripts.”
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Barb horse in spotlight at El Jadida Horse Show
Saad Guerraoui

El Jadida, Morocco

T

he eighth El Jadida Horse
Show ended with the
spotlight on the Barb
horse, which was born in
North Africa more than
3,000 years ago.
The six-day presentation, sponsored by Morocco’s Horse Show Association (ASC), highlighted the ancient equine heritage of the North
African country and illustrated traditional equestrian arts and horserelated crafts.
“This is a great event and the public was unanimous in underlining
the professionalism and unswerving organising,” said Mohamed elKouhen, an ASC member.

The Barb horse, was
born in North Africa
more than 3,000
years ago.
He added that the show had
breathed a new momentum into
the development of the equine industry in Morocco and significantly
raised procedures for horse breeding during its eight years of existence.
About 120 exhibitors from 38
countries took part in the show,
which attracted 250,000-260,000
visitors thanks to a rich programme
of various equestrian disciplines.
Samira, a 31-year-old government
employee from Casablanca said she
was thrilled to see tbourida (fantasia).
“It’s amazing to see our heritage
live and learn more about it,” she
said.
Seven troupes from different regions of the kingdom entertained
the crowds.

Horsemanship at El Jadida festival
According to Darem Bouchentouf, author of Tbourida, Khayl Wa
Khiyala, “Tbourida is an art that
comes from the depths of our ancestors’ memories and is reminiscent of the battles and wars they
have undertaken to preserve their
ideals and land against attacks from
intruders.”
The filly Dahibat Graine, owned
by Noureddine Dahbi, was awarded
“best in show” in the female Barb

horse category, while Chahm Annasr, owned by Jamal Abdennaser,
won the award in male category.
The gold medal of the International Barb Horse Championship
was also won by Chahm Annasr.
Rusty Des Balmes took the silver
medal while the bronze was awarded to Baligh De Groboz.
“Just to watch Barb horses galloping is an amazing feeling because
they are so beautiful,” said visitor

Malek Kardoumi.
Four foreign troupes, including
France’s Lorenzo, performed at the
closing ceremony. Morocco was
represented by high-level performances from the School of Equestrian Art of Marrakech, the Royal
Armed Forces and the General Directorate of National Security. Portugal, the event’s guest of honour,
took part with a top-notch carousel.
Recreational, cultural, artistic and

sports activities were held throughout the six-day event, which closed
October 18th. Workshops led by the
Royal School of Cavalry and the
Royal Society of Horse Encouragement were organised along with national and international demonstrations of dressage and trick riding.
Saad Guerraoui is a frequent
contributor to The Arab Weekly on
Maghreb issues.

Off tourist map, centuries-old Egyptian gate suffers neglect
Ibrahim Ouf

Cairo

T

Precious site: Bab Zuweila continues to stand proudly to
guard part of Islamic Cairo, even as it suffers neglect from the
government.

here was a time when the
area in front of and the
alleyways around Bab
Zuweila — one of three
remaining gates of Islamic Cairo — buzzed with tourists
and visitors from every part of the
world.
There were numerous souvenir
shops and others selling papyrus,
photos and history books and there
was often more demand than available guided tours.
That, however, is something of
the past. The gate stands proudly
as it has for the past millennium
but the tourists are nowhere to be
found. Only local residents and
workers can be seen walking the
narrow alleyways of the area.
Donkey-drawn carts and fava
bean and falafel-selling shops are
ubiquitous features of the place.
The souvenirs’ shops now offer
cheap clothes and knife-sharpening
services. Tour guides have deserted
the gate and its surroundings.
“Tourists do not come here anymore,” said Abdel Hakim Zaghloul,
a gate security guard. “I do not
know whether the gate has been officially taken off the tourist map.”
He said there has been a remarkable decrease in the number of tourists in the area in recent years but
the area still has a lot to offer.
In this, Zaghloul, who has been
guarding the gate for almost 15
years, seems to have a strong argument. The area inside the gate looks
like a museum. It boasts a large
number of exquisite antiquities,
including the Mu’ayyad Mosque,
Egypt’s third oldest mosque.
The gate is a classic example of

Fatimid architecture. It marks the
southern end of the old Fatimid
city, much of which has been invaded by modern, much less singular,
architecture.
The gate has two beautifully
adorned minarets belonging to the
mosque. The minarets are open to
visitors, offering rare views of the
end of Old Cairo.
Cairo was founded in 969 as the
royal city of the Fatimid dynasty. In
1092, Badr al-Jamali, a prominent
statesman of the Fatimid era, built a
second wall around Cairo, with Bab
Zuweila as the southern gate.
The minarets above the gate were
used to check for enemy troops in
the surrounding countryside. From
it the sultan would watch the beginning of the annual pilgrimage to
Mecca and Medina in Saudi Arabia.

The minarets above
the gate were used
to check for enemy
troops in the
surrounding
countryside.
The gate was sometimes used
for execution purposes. Severed
heads of criminals were displayed
atop walls in the area. The last time
this was done was in 1811 when the
heads of Mamluks from the Citadel
massacre were mounted on spikes.
Mu’ayyad Mosque is west of the
gate. The location of the mosque
was used as a dungeon where
Sheikh Amir al-Mu’ayyad was imprisoned.
While in prison, Mu’ayyad vowed
to destroy the dungeon and build
a mosque in its location if he was
released. After he was released
and became the sultan of Egypt,
Mu’ayyad ordered the dungeon
razed and built a mosque on the lo-

cation in 1415.
Bab Zuweila has survived since
1092 by accepting layers added to it
or letting go of layers taken from it.
Layers added during later periods
are usually distinguished from earlier ones, although layers removed
tend to leave traces.
The most recent renovation of
the gate was in 2001 through an
American grant of $1 million. Renovation work ended in 2007, bringing in new layers to the 4-tonne
wooden gate.
In 2008, a fire in the area caused
major damage but the Egyptian
Ministry of Antiquities restored the
gate to its former condition, according to Talaat Ahmed, a ministry official.
Day after day, however, official
interest in the area seems to be fading, he said.
“Now, subterranean water threatens to destroy most area antiquities
but nobody cares,” Ahmed added.
Because of this lack of interest,
Bab Zuweila residents have to fend
for themselves. They raise funds
to buy plastic bags to collect trash.
They also raise funds to renovate
old buildings in the area.
But this seems to be far from
enough, at least for knife-sharpening services shop owner Mahmoud
Ramadan.
Ramadan, in his late 40s, has
lived in the Bab Zuweila neighbourhood since he was a child. He says
he and other residents are willing
to do anything to save the area from
neglect and return it to the tourist
map.
“The tourists who do not come
here are losing a lot, in fact,” Ramadan said. “This area is a piece of Fatimid Cairo of centuries ago.”
Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian
journalist based in Cairo.
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Discovering
Lebanon through
extreme sports
Khaled Abdel Malek

Beirut

J

oey Abou Jaoudeh was
dwarfed by the huge rock
he was ascending, overlooking the Tannourine valley.
Facing the Mediterranean to
the west, the imposing cliff offers
a breathtaking view of the valley,
many hundreds meters below the
climbing site.
Although Lebanon is not known
for extreme sports, such as climbing
and abseiling, the adrenaline-rousing exercises have gained popularity
in recent years.
Abou Jaoudeh, a 28-year-old architect, has become an avid enthusiast of challenging sports, including
rock climbing. “I started climbing
three years ago in an indoor gym,
then directly switched to scaling
outdoor crags and fell in love with
it,” he said.
According to Abou Jaoudeh, the
number of outdoor sports participants, especially mountain climbers, has been rapidly increasing over
the past two years after renowned
masters of the sport visited Lebanon, exploring sites and rigging
climbing routes.

Only a two-hour
drive from Beirut,
Tannourine
el-Faouqa, is at
more than 1,500
metres above sea
level.
“They also gave technical knowledge and moral support to a onceshy community of alpinists,” he
said.
Only a two-hour drive from Beirut, Tannourine el-Faouqa, at more
than 1,500 metres above sea level, is
next to a reserve of Lebanon’s famed
cedars in the northern part of Mount
Lebanon.
The sky was superbly blue with a
few clouds hovering over the peak,
giving a stunning contrast with the
greyish face of the limestone. Abou
Jaoudeh chose to climb a “5b+”
route, which is medium-level difficulty in the French scale of climbing. The open-ended scale lists a
climb as “1” as easiest. Letters, with
“a” easier than “b” and so on, and
the “+” sign are used to subdivide
the numerical rating.
He clipped the rope to his harness
and started ascending with ease

and assurance. When he went back
down, enthusiasm and happiness
were splashed across his face.
“This site is called Harissa. It is
also known as Shir al Ribez. It is
personally my favorite climbing site
in Lebanon, offering a multitude
of super cool routes from easy to
medium and very difficult, all with
magnificent views,” the climber explained as he started ascending a different route.
He said he never got the chance
to climb the multiple-pitch route
of 300 metres called Mon Coeur
s’envole (French for “my heart
flies”), the longest of the HarissaTannourine climbing routes.
“Every time we’d finish warming
up, doing the easy short routes, it
was too late to start it!” Abou Jaoudeh said with a sigh.
He said he has no specific climbing partner although ascents are
preferably done in pairs or groups
for safety reasons.
“We are a small group of friends
that usually go climbing together.
The Lebanese Climbing Association
has done a great job by setting up
new (climbing) routes and expanding the community of climbers,”
Abou Jaoudeh said.
“My advice for new climbers is to
train hard and always abide by the
safety rules. Be eco-friendly and
raise the bar higher for future generation.”
Just a short distance from Tannourine al-Faouqa, the small village
of Balaa is home for one of the most
beautiful natural wonders of Lebanon, the Three Bridges Chasm, also
known as Balou Balaa, a 255-metredeep sinkhole and caves carved out
of ancient limestone over millions of
years by winter melt water.
Overhanging
the
enormous
mouth of the chasm are three natural bridges, suspended above each
other over a height of 100 metres.
The best time for visiting is in
spring when the mountain snow
melts and crystal ribbons of water
flow down the drop and shoot out
through three separate holes, providing stunning images.
It is a 15-minute walk to reach
the sinkhole from the car park.
Tarek Baba, his wife and two grown
children are “fanatics” of extreme
sports and for them abseiling in exceptionally difficult spots is a regular family outing.
“Abseiling the Three Bridges
Chasm is an unforgettable experience that I lived a few years back
with my family,” Baba said.
Baba’s eyes sparkled with excitement as he recalled his adventure in
the sinkhole. “After fixing my rope

Agenda
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 comics from
around the world. The festival
aims to promote local and Arabic
comedic talents by presenting a
number of local comics

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.

Tunis:
November 4th-8th
The fifth Dream City, a biennial,
multidisciplinary celebration of
contemporary art takes place in
public space. The event includes
movie projections, theatre
performances, music concerts,
art exhibitions and more. This
edition’s theme is Art and Social
Connection. Artists from Africa,
the Middle East and Europe will
participate.

Dubai:
November 5th-7th

Abseiling Balou Balaa sinkhole also known as the chasm of the
three bridges.
around a big boulder, I started my
descent sliding with my feet against
the rock side for about 15 metres,
then, I was dangling in the air some
80 metres above the mouth of the
chasm… I was literally flying behind
the roaring waterfall.
“The view was hallucinating!
From the bottom I could see my wife
like a spider sliding down the solid
static rope.”
The site was recently escalated by
professional climber and European
champion David Lama, who opened
the first climbing route in the wall
of the chasm, listed as “9a” in the
French scale, which is a ranking of
28 on a global difficulty scale of 1 to
31.
Lama said that particular escalade

was one of the highest difficulty
grades possible in climbing.
Baba noted with sadness that
Balou Balaa was becoming a popular weekend summer destination,
drawing picnickers who are littering
the place.
“It gets really crowded in summer, endangering the site, which
should be a protected natural heritage. We found plenty of rubbish
at the bottom of the waterfall,” he
said, complaining that a dam is
being built nearby, which would
cause irreversible damage to the
sinkhole.
Khaled Abdel Malek is an Arab
Weekly contributor in Lebanon and
Oman.

The Dubai Fitness Fest is an event
aimed at bringing people from
around Dubai to one place to
spend outdoors with fun and
sports activities. Families are
encouraged to bring children
so they can participate in the
activities. Dubai Fitness Fest
will host endurance, fitness and
strength competitions for every
ability level, shows, martial arts
and boxing demonstrations,
instruction, free classes, meet
and greets with famous athletes,
seminars, stands and retail
outlets.

Tunis:
November 21st-28th
The Carthage Film Festival is an
annual festival showcasing films
from the Maghreb, Africa and the
Middle East. In its 26th edition,
the 2015 festival will take place
in Tunis and other regions of
Tunisia. A parallel programme
includes world cinema showings,
Argentina cinema projections,
seminars, debates and meetings.
The 2015 Carthage Film Festival
is a tribute to Manoel de Oliveira,
Nouri Bouzid, Essia Djabbar and
others.

Marrakech:
December 4th-12th
The International Film Festival
of Marrakech showcases some
of the most important cinematic
works originating from within
the region and internationally.
The programme includes tributes, conferences and debates
in addition to the official film
competition. In its 15th edition,
the festival will pay tribute to
Canadian cinema. The president
of the jury will be Academy
Award-winning director Francis
Ford Coppola.

We welcome submissions of
calendar items related to
cultural events of interest
to travellers in the Middle
East and North Africa.
Joey ascending the huge rock at Harissa
climbing site in Tannourine.

The three bridges towering Balou Balaa
sinkhole.

The three bridges seen from the Cave of the
Monk.
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