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Rabin assassination anniversary

Israel is commemorating the 20th anniversary of the
assassination of prime minister Yitzhak Rabin, who
was killed on November 4, 1995, after signing a peace
agreement with the Palestine Liberation Organisation.
Rabin, left, is seen in a photograph on a Tel Aviv wall with
the late King Hussein of Jordan with whom he signed a
1993 peace agreement. Rabin’s death wrecked hopes of a
reconciliation between Israelis and Palestinians, as the
current wave of violence centred on Jerusalem testifies.

P5

ensions ran high as Turkey
headed towards its fourth
election in less than two
years after a deadly gun
battle between police and
radical Islamists and a perceived
move by the government to silence
critical media before the vote.
The parliamentary poll became
necessary after no party emerged
with an absolute majority of seats
after an election in June and the
parties failed to create a coalition.
The new election — set for November 1st — will decide whether President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s Justice and Development Party (AKP)
can cling to power 13 years after its
first ballot-box triumph in 2002.
Most polls predict an outcome
similar to the June vote, however,
making the end of the AKP’s oneparty rule a distinct possibility. A
senior government official ruled out
yet another election if this edition
fails to deliver a government. Turks
will have voted in local, presidential
and two parliamentary elections
since March 2014.
With the war in neighbouring
Syria escalating following Russia’s
military intervention, tensions increasing between Israelis and Palestinians and the growing reach
of Ankara’s regional rival Iran, the
Turkish election comes at a crucial
time for the Middle East.
Observers say a coalition government in Ankara would almost certainly make changes to Turkey’s
policies in the region, potentially
ending the AKP’s insistence that
Syrian President Bashar Assad be
removed from power as a precondition to a peace deal.
The Syrian conflict has started

to spill over into Turkey, with suspected Islamic State (ISIS) militants
killing more than 100 people in a
suicide attack at a peace rally by
Kurds and government critics in Ankara on October 10th. Two Turkish
police officers and seven suspected
ISIS members died in a shoot-out in
the south-eastern city of Diyarbakir
on October 26th.
Tensions fanned further when
authorities moved against Koza
Ipek Holding, which runs television
stations and newspapers critical of
the government and installed a proAKP manager at the company on
October 27th.

With the war in
neighbouring Syria
escalating, the
Turkish election
comes at a crucial
time for the Middle
East.
Journalists and the opposition
said the action was designed to silence critics only days before the
elections. Opposition leader Kemal
Kilicdaroglu said the move “harms
democracy and damaged respect
for the country”.
The US Embassy in Ankara
warned freedom of the press and of
expression was essential for healthy
democratic societies. “When there
is a reduction in the range of viewpoints available to citizens, especially before an election, it is a matter of concern,” the embassy said in
a statement.
Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Istanbul.

Mideast migrants to face winter in Europe
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

W

inter is coming and
Europe is scrambling
to ensure that the
thousands of Middle
East refugees who
arrive at its shores every day receive
the shelter and warmth they desperately need.
“Think of the families sleeping in
parks and railway stations in Budapest, in tents in Traiskirchen [in Austria] or on shores in Kos. What will
become of them on the cold, winter
night?” European Commission President Jean-Claude Juncker said.
“Every day counts. Otherwise we
will soon see families in cold rivers
in the Balkans perish miserably,”
Juncker warned.
While a number of European
countries agreed to provide 100,000
additional places in shelters along
the western Balkan route to Europe’s
Schengen zone, at least 60,000 refugees are arriving in Greece every
week, indicating that there will be a

dangerous shortfall in the number of
places for incoming migrants.
“I didn’t want to come [to Europe] now but it was sort of now or
never. The future doesn’t exist in
Syria. That is a fact. The weather,
the cold, the rain, they are also facts.
If we risked staying on, we might
have risked everything,” Syrian refugee Rashid al-Shabai told Britain’s
Guardian newspaper on his arrival in
Greece.

Refugees, many
fleeing conflict in
Syria, Afghanistan
and Iraq, are
unused to the harsh
winter climate of
Europe.
He is one of tens of thousands
of Syrian refugees racing against
time to reach Europe before winter
weather makes crossing the Aegean
or Mediterranean an even more dangerous risk.

Even after arriving in Greece,
migrants face a perilous journey
through the Balkans and central
Europe. Many others are trying the
route through Croatia and Slovenia.
All have the goal of reaching the
border-free Schengen zone.
“The first winter weather, including freezing temperatures, rain and
storms, has arrived in many parts of
central and south-eastern Europe
and is already affecting refugees
and migrants arriving or transitioning through here,” said UNHCR
spokeswoman Melissa Fleming.
Thousands of refugees have been
captured on film marching en masse
to the Slovenian border with Austria, highlighting the scale of the
problem that Europe is facing.
These refugees, many fleeing
conflict in Syria, Afghanistan and
Iraq, are unused to the harsh winter climate of Europe and are illequipped to deal with the cold and
rain.
Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.
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A volunteer provides thermal blankets for a woman and her
daughter shortly after their arrival on a dinghy from the
Turkish coast to the north-eastern Greek island of Lesbos.
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First Vienna meeting yields little progress
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

T

here was little sign of
agreement in Vienna after
the foreign ministers of
the United States, Russia,
Turkey and Saudi Arabia
met to discuss the conflict in Syria.
The October 23rd meeting, part
of a renewed international push to
secure a political transition in Syria
brought together US Secretary of
State John Kerry and Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov with
Saudi counterpart Adel al-Jubeir
and Turkey’s Feridun Sinirlioglu.
This was the first major meeting
on Syria since Russia launched an
air campaign in support of Syrian
President Bashar Assad on September 30th. The Russian air strikes
have targeted Syrian rebels backed
by the United States and Saudi Arabia as well as Islamic State (ISIS) positions.
“The meeting was constructive
and productive and succeeded in
surfacing some ideas which I am
not going to share today but which I
hope have a possibility of changing
the dynamic,” Kerry said.
The parties agreed to expanded
talks on Syria.
The talks would “explore whether
there is sufficient common ground
to advance a meaningful political
process”, Kerry said.
The fate of Assad remains the biggest stumbling block to an agreement, with Moscow and Tehran
showing little inclination to stop
supporting him.
“Our partners have some obsession with the figure of the Syrian
president but we reaffirm our position,” Lavrov said, adding that “the
fate of the president of Syria must
be decided by the Syrian people”.
Russian media quoted Assad,
following an October 25th meeting
with a Russian delegation in Damascus, as saying he was open to holding parliamentary and presidential
elections.
“Assad said that if the Syrian people consider it necessary, he would
not be against taking part in presi-

Turkish Foreign Minister Feridun Sinirlioglu, US Secretary of State John Kerry, Saudi Arabia’s Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir and
Russia’s Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov, (LtoR), in Vienna, October 23rd.
dential elections,” Russian MP Alexander Yushchenko said.
Syrian state media, however,
made no mention of elections, instead focusing on comments made
by Assad highlighting the fight
against terrorism.
“The first aim [of Assad] is the
struggle with and victory over…
terrorism and after that the elections,” Russian MP Sergey Gavrilov
told Reuters. The Assad regime designates all rebel groups, including
those backed by Saudi Arabia and
the United States, as terrorists.
Both Washington and Riyadh
have made it clear that they would
not countenance any deal that sees
Assad remaining in power.
“Dozens of countries, if not hundreds, understand that Assad cre-

ates an impossible dynamic for
peace,” Kerry said. Saudi Arabia reiterated there is no future for Assad
in Syria.

The fate of
Assad remains the
biggest stumbling
block to an
agreement.
Syria had presidential elections
in 2014 with Assad winning close to
90% of a vote that did not encompass the whole country. Few countries accepted the results as legitimate.
Kerry met Saudi King Salman bin
Abdulaziz Al Saud in Riyadh one
day after the Vienna meeting.

“They [the Saudis] pledged to
continue and intensify support to
the moderate Syrian opposition
while the political track is being pursued,” a US State Department statement said following that meeting.
There was also movement on the
Russian side, with the announcement that Moscow had secured a
deal with Jordan — part of the USled coalition — to coordinate military operations in Syria.
While there is a basic level of
coordination taking place in Syria
between the two rival anti-Islamic
State (ISIS) coalitions — one led by
the United States; the other by Russia — this does not go beyond working to prevent in-air collisions. Moscow’s coordination with Jordan is
believed to go beyond this, raising

questions as to the future of international engagement in Syria.
With a second meeting of US,
Russian, Turkish and Saudi foreign ministers expected soon and
a broader meeting after that that
could include senior officials from
Iran, Egypt and Lebanon, observers
said they hope the diplomatic push
will move international partners
closer to a solution in Syria.
“There are going to be more of
these discussions as there needs
to be. While each one on its own is
important, as the next one will be,
there will be one after that, and
probably one after that, and who
knows how many more until we really reach the ultimate goal here,”
said US State Department spokesman John Kirby.

ISIS closes in on Aleppo – with help from its enemy
Ed Blanche

Beirut

I

n one of the most bizarre episodes of the bewilderingly
complex Syrian war, where
rival rebel groups fight each
other as well as the beleaguered regime of President Bashar
Assad, Islamic State (ISIS) militants
have achieved their most significant advances in months by closing on the strategic and much-battered city of Aleppo — thanks to air
strikes against other rebel forces
by the Russians, Assad’s ally.
The deadly irony is that Russia
intervened in the multi-sided civil
war in September with the avowed
objective of blasting ISIS, which
President Vladimir Putin fears
is extending its self-proclaimed
caliphate from Syria and Iraq to
Chechnya and other largely Muslim republics on Russia’s southern
rim.
ISIS forces are reported to have
pushed closer to Aleppo, once the
commercial heart of Syria, than
they have been since early 2014
when rival rebel groups forced
them out of the city. Much of the
unique medieval city of Aleppo
has been reduced to ruins, since
the Syrian civil war began in 2011.
“ISIS has entered a golden period,” observed analyst Jalal Zein
Eddine. “Its leaders… hope that
dynamics on the ground will shift
in favour of the group, which had
begun to suffer from manpower
losses and popular dissent in areas
under its control. ISIS has greeted

Civilians fleeing the recent fighting in the southern countryside
of Aleppo, on October 21st.
Russia’s intervention with something akin to celebration, especially after a Russian bishop said it was
a holy war. This was all the group
could have wished for…
“ISIS has taken advantage of
Russia’s intervention through military operations in which it seized
eight important rebel-held areas to
the north of Aleppo in one night…
It intends to swallow northern rural Aleppo whole.”
ISIS began edging back in July
despite stiff resistance. Then, on
October 9th, exploiting Russian
air strikes against Aleppo’s western rebel-held sector, the extremist Islamist group seized a string of
outlying villages. The Syrian Army
holds the eastern sector

Assad, his back to the wall due to
heavy losses of manpower he cannot replace, called in the Russians
to rescue his minority-Alawite regime, although it has become clear
Putin was planning an armed intervention with Assad’s other key
ally, Iran, months ago.

“ISIS has entered a
golden period,”
observed analyst
Jalal Zein Eddine.
The Russians, operating from
an airbase in Latakia on Syria’s
Mediterranean coast, unleashed
a whirlwind of air strikes on September 30th.

This was supposedly aimed at
ISIS but, in fact, more than 90%
of the Russian sorties targeted
more moderate rebel groups such
as al-Nusra Front, al-Qaeda’s Syrian wing, and the Army of Conquest, an increasingly effective
coalition of half-a-dozen groups
that has come to directly threaten
Assad’s regime in the convoluted
struggle.
A Reuters analysis of Russian
Defence Ministry data on October
21st, showed that 80% of Russia’s
declared targets have been in areas held by non-ISIS forces. That
supports US and NATO claims
that Russia’s biggest foreign military operation outside the former
Soviet Union is intended primarily to bolster Assad. As of October
23rd, Russian jets had flown nearly
1,000 sorties and destroyed 819
“terrorist installations”.
But, observed Yezid Sayigh of
the Carnegie Middle East Centre in
Beirut, “The air support from Russia by itself is not enough to tip the
balance in favour of the regime,
since there are so many gaps and
weak spots in the Syrian army’s
ground forces.”
A Russian cruise missile barrage
on October 7th from warships in
the Caspian Sea 1,500 km to the
east, the first unleashed by Russian forces in combat, signalled the
start of the regime offensive, heavily supported by Russian air power and a large force of Hezbollah
fighters and Iranian-backed Shia
militias from Iraq, Afghanistan and
Pakistan.
Hundreds of regular troops from

the Islamic Revolutionary Guards
Corps (IRGC) recently deployed in
Syria are also engaged in the offensives, the first time Tehran has sent
them into action outside Iran.
They have reinforced units of the
IRGC’s elite al-Quds Force, which
usually operates covertly outside
Iran. In Syria, its units have been
in the thick of the fighting for three
years, along with Lebanese Shia
fighters of Hezbollah and Iraniancontrolled Shia mercenaries from
Iraq, Afghanistan and Pakistan.
These forces, which regional military sources told The Arab Weekly
may be beefed up with more IRGC
regulars if the offensives stall, can
now be seen as the “ground component” of the Russian-Iranian operation.
The regime is battling on four
axes in the Latakia region, the
heartland of Assad’s Alawite sect,
and in neighbouring Idlib and
Hama provinces where non-ISIS
forces are strong. But by all accounts the regime’s progress is
sluggish at best.
That is largely because the United States, Turkey, Saudi Arabia and
other Gulf states, stunned by the
unexpected Russian onslaught,
are supplying rebel groups they
support with large numbers of
US-made TOW anti-tank missiles.
These are chewing up the regime’s
armour despite constant Russian
air strikes.
Ed Blanche is the Analysis section
editor of The Arab Weekly. He has
covered the Middle East since
1967. He lives in Beirut.
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Key differences in the Tehran-Moscow axis
Ali Alfoneh

Washington

A

li Larijani wore black
during the Ashura days
of Shia mourning for
the Prophet’s grandson
Hussein while attending
the Valdai International Discussion
Club’s October 23rd plenary session. But the mere fact that Iran’s
powerful parliamentary speaker
was on a panel with Russian President Vladimir Putin must have
been a cause for some cheer despite the religious gloom in Tehran.
So must Putin’s statements,
which depicted the Islamic Republic as an ally in “the fight against
terrorism and radicalism”. Is the
emerging Tehran-Moscow axis, as
on display in war-ravaged Syria, a
tactical marriage of convenience or
does it herald the emergence of a
strategic alliance?
On the surface, the two powers
have converging policy objectives,
which bring them closer to each
other. The immediate goal is to
prevent the collapse of Bashar Assad’s regime in Damascus, to annihilate what remains of US-backed
opposition groups in Syria and to
bring about the total humiliation
of the United States and its allies,
thereby rolling back the post-Cold
War American world order.

To what degree are
Tehran and Moscow
willing to sustain
their commitments
in such a protracted
war scenario?
The axis may also be interested
in perpetuating a low-intensity
conflict in Syria, where the threat
of the Islamic State (ISIS) not only
legitimises its military presence
but also can be used as a useful bogyman in the countries’ respective
dealings with the United States and
Europe.
To this end, Tehran and Mos-

cow have devised a division of
labour and a burden-sharing arrangement, which may help them
achieve these common objectives
despite their differing strategic imperatives.
Russia has committed itself to
providing badly needed air support
for the Syrian regime and its allies
and its warplanes are conducting
daily air strikes against anti-regime
rebels. Moscow has also stepped up
arms deliveries to Damascus.

The axis may also be
interested in
perpetuating a
low-intensity
conflict in Syria.
The Islamic Republic is providing the boots on the ground, with
a growing force of Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps units deployed in Syria along with Lebanese Hezbollah fighters and Shia
militias from Iraq, Afghanistan and
even Pakistan supporting the badly
weakened Syrian army.
This arrangement minimises
Russian and Iranian losses, leaving
the path of martyrdom and heavenly rewards to the more expendable Shia militias and irregular forces. However, it remains to be seen
if these measures will be enough to
allow the Tehran-Moscow axis to
achieve its immediate objectives.
What if the axis’s initiatives are
countered by increased external
support to various opposition forces in Syria, by the United States,
Turkey, Saudi Arabia and Qatar,
something that’s already happening to some extent?
To what degree are Tehran and
Moscow willing to sustain their
commitments in such a protracted
war scenario?
Even if the immediate policy
goals of the axis are reached, differences in strategic objectives in
the medium and long term may
cause tension between Tehran and
Moscow. So would the increased
manoeuverings of lesser characters
on the Syrian chessboard, such as
Assad.

Iranian Defence Minister Hossein Dehghan delivers a speech at a Moscow security conference, last April.
Russia is likely to demand maximum influence over Syria’s development in return for Moscow’s
limited military engagement in
that country. Russia may find it expedient to sell out Iranian interests
in Syria, if it manages to extract
concessions from the United States
on issues related to Syria or on a
broader regional canvas.
Such action by Moscow would be
consistent with Russian policy of
using the Islamic Republic as a bargaining chip in its dealings with the
United States.
Putin’s ludicrous claim that Moscow had been “deceived by the
United States” with regard to Iran’s
nuclear programme was a crude attempt at covering his government’s
support for imposing UN Security
Council sanctions on Iran while
simultaneously extracting money

and political concessions from
Tehran in return for blocking even
harsher resolutions against Iran.
The Islamic Republic’s political
leadership is well aware of Putin’s
cynical machinations. The July
14th nuclear agreement and the
removal of crippling international
sanctions have made Tehran less
dependent on Russia and, at least
in theory, provided Tehran with
greater strategic manoeuverability in its dealings with Washington
and Moscow.
Iran’s use of US air support in
the recapture of Tikrit from ISIS in
March and Moscow’s fear of greater
Iranian-US military cooperation
may have been one of the motives
behind Russia’s military intervention in Syria.
Assad, for his part, has an interest
in gaining greater independence

from both Russia and Iran. By using
the Russian benefactor, Damascus
can reduce its total dependence on
Tehran’s benevolence. That may
cause some tension between Tehran and Moscow, with Supreme
Leader Ali Khamenei and Putin
both competing to be the master of
Damascus.
For the time being, these mechanisms indicate a tactical cooperation between Tehran and Moscow
rather than the emergence of a
new strategic axis that could have
critical repercussions in the Middle
East.
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.

Iran’s gamble on Syria: A ‘lose-lose’ game

View poi nt

Umid Niayesh

T

hose who observed
Iranian mass protests
following the disputed
2009 presidential
elections may remember the protesters’
famous slogan in the rallies: “No
to Gaza. No to Lebanon. My life
only for Iran” as a clear note of
displeasure towards the government’s generous support for
Hezbollah and Hamas, spending
of millions of petrodollars on
arming the groups, while people
in Iran were suffering from
economic problems.
The message, however, fell on
deaf ears. Plans by Iranian rulers
to open a new front in Syria can
impose even worse consequences
for Tehran as compared to Lebanon and Palestinian groups.
Iran’s military presence in Syria
is not a secret. Time after time
we see the official media publishing stories about the members of
Iran’s Islamic Republican Guards
Corps (IRGC) — “Defenders of the
Holy Shrine” as Iranian officials
say — being killed in Syria.
The death toll has risen sharply
in recent weeks, simultaneous

The increasing death toll
and heavy economic costs
could lead to a widespread
negative reaction.

with Russia’s air strikes on Syrian
opposition, which is a significant
sign of the increasing military
presence of Iranian forces.
There are rumours that hundreds of Iranian troops have
arrived in Syria to join a major
ground offensive in support of
President Bashar Assad’s government, while Russia provides air
support. Fighters from Tehran’s
Lebanese ally Hezbollah and Iraqi
Shia militia are also present.
Tehran, however, rejects reports
of its forces being directly involved
in the Syrian civil war but confirms
that it will increase its “advisory
support” to the Syrian Army.
Until now, Tehran has mostly
tried the option of proxy forces,
including Hezbollah, Afghan and
Iraqi Shia militias, to reduce its
own casualties.
However, if Iran’s role in the
Syrian conflict increases, and the
country gets directly involved,
the situation could quickly spiral
out of control. The increasing
death toll and heavy economic
costs, which have been kept away
from the public eye, could lead to
a widespread negative reaction
among Iranians, even among the
ruling circles, who are already
unsatisfied with the government’s
policy on Syria.
On the other hand, a direct
military intervention in Syria could
intensify the Shia-Sunni confrontation, a frightening prospect that
could drag the entire region into
a major conflict with unforeseen
results for the Islamic Republic,
which already suffers problems

with its Sunni minority.
Iran’s gamble is dangerous as it
can harm the recently achieved
nuclear deal with the West as well.
There is no doubt that, if the ongoing situation continues, Tehran
will enter a military coalition with
Moscow in Syria, which will lead to
closer ties and economic coopera-

The Syrian
crisis has
become an
insecure
gamble for
Iran.

Latest casualty. A 2012 file picture shows
Iranian bodyguard Abdollah Bagheri
behind then Iranian president Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad. Bagheri was killed in Aleppo,
Syria, on October 22nd.

tion and can thwart efforts made
to resume cooperation with the
West following the nuclear deal.
It will make Iranian President
Hassan Rohani’s middle-class voters unsatisfied and his position
more fragile against the domestic
conservative rivals.
So, the Syrian crisis has become
an insecure gamble for the Islamic Republic; yet, for the time
being, the gamble looks attractive thanks to Russian air strikes.
However, it could turn into a
nightmare in the long term.
Russia has its own interests in
Syria and may even leave Iran
halfway in the middle of the war
depending on Ukraine and Crimea
as bargaining chips.
Having no alternative for Assad
was Tehran’s big strategic failure
from the beginning of the protests
in Syria. By offering an alternative for Assad in the early stage
of protests in Syria, as it did in
Iraq by withdrawing support for
Nuri al-Maliki, Tehran might have
prevented the military conflict
that has imposed irreparable
consequences for all the parties
involved.
Finally, if we assume the impossible and consider that Iran
will come out victorious, keep the
Assad regime and leave behind
cities in ruins and millions of people displaced, can we really call it
a victory?
Umid Niayesh is an Iranian
journalist and political analyst
focusing on Iran’s domestic and
foreign policy.
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At the mercy of Israel in East Jerusalem
Malak Hasan

Jerusalem

S

hortly before dawn on October 18th, Huda Darwish,
65, awakened her husband
pleading for help, saying
she couldn’t breathe prop-

erly.
Mohammed Darwish quickly telephoned his son, Youssef. “Bring
your car quickly. We must take your
mother to the hospital,” the father
urged.
His mother started choking as
Youssef sped towards the closest
hospital, which was just outside
their village of Al-Issawiya in northeast Jerusalem. With him were his
father and brother Kareem.
There were about 100 vehicles
ahead of them at the village’s entrance waiting to cross an Israeli
checkpoint recently set up to separate Jewish neighbourhoods from
the disputed traditionally Arab
eastern sector of the city.
“Cars let them pass but when they
arrived at the roadblock, Israeli soldiers fired shots in the air, warning
them not to come closer,” Marhan
Darwish, another brother, said.

The Israeli cabinet
said it approved
placing cement
barriers around
Al-Issawiya because
it overlooks the
illegal settlement of
Ma’ale Adumim’s
road.
While Kareem tried to resuscitate
his mother, Youssef pleaded with
the soldiers to allow them to pass,
Marwin Darwish said.
“My brothers shouted that they
had an emergency that my mother
is sick and needed instant medical
attention but the Israeli soldiers refused and ordered my two brothers
to leave the car, put their hands up
in the air and place their feet apart,”
he said.
“Meanwhile, my mother died in
the car.”
An autopsy determined that
Huda Darwish died of heart failure,
according to hospital officials.
Darwish’s is one of scores of cases
of hardship endured by Palestinians
recently as Israel sealed off Jerusalem neighbourhoods with cement

barriers to protect Jews living there
and stem Palestinian violence in the
communities.
In all, 19,000 Palestinians are
under Israel’s mercy as it isolates
Jerusalem’s Arab neighbourhoods.
The Israeli moves have turned AlIssawiya, like many other Arab villages around Jerusalem, seemingly
into one big prison.
Palestinians entering or leaving
Al-Issawiya queue for two hours before they are thoroughly searched.
Entry restrictions are not limited to
a certain age or sex. Young students,
women, men and the elderly are all
subject to the same restrictions,
which they see as “collective punishment”.
Al-Issawiya’s four entrances were
blocked off with cement barriers on
October 18th. Israeli soldiers set up
makeshift checkpoints for Palestinians to pass through as instructed by
Israel’s security cabinet. The moves
effectively separated Al-Issawiya
from the adjacent neighbourhoods
of Sur Baher, Jabel al-Mukaber and
the Old City of Jerusalem.
The decision came shortly after
the security cabinet permitted Israeli soldiers to “impose a closure
on, or to surround, centres of friction and incitement in Jerusalem, in
accordance with security considerations”, Israeli media reported.
On October 19th, local, national
and Islamic factions in Al-Issawiya announced a general strike to
protest the Israeli roadblocks and
delays they said caused Darwish’s
death and the Israeli encroachment
of Jerusalem’s al-Aqsa mosque, Islam’s third holiest shrine.
The Israeli cabinet said it approved placing cement barriers
around Al-Issawiya because it
overlooks the illegal settlement of
Ma’ale Adumim’s road. It said the
barrier will prevent Palestinians
from throwing rocks at passing vehicles.
The restrictions followed Israeli
claims that five stabbings or attempted stabbings by Palestinians
took place October 17th in Jerusalem and in the West Bank.
Mohammed Abu al-Hummus, an
Al-Issawiya town committee member, said villagers “didn’t attack
anyone”. He said two villagers who
died were Fadi Alloun, 19, and Darwish.
“Both didn’t pose any threat,”
he said. Alloun was seen in a video
seeking help from Israeli police
while being chased by armed Jewish
settlers. Instead of helping, police

shot him, Abu al-Hummus added.
Even though the village has
been relatively calm since Darwish’s death, Abu al-Hummus said
all entrances to the village remain
blocked and access to the village is
“extremely difficult”.

The Israeli moves
have turned
Al-Issawiya, like
many other Arab
villages around
Jerusalem, seemingly
into one big prison.
Palestinian families in all Jerusalem neighbourhoods have suffered
from increasing Israeli restrictions
for several months. At the begin-

ning of October, Palestinians from
the West Bank, Jerusalem and the
Gaza Strip took to the streets to
protest what they regard as official
Israeli attempts to divide al-Aqsa
mosque to allow Jewish prayers at
the site, also revered by Jews
Clashes ensued. The Palestinian Health Ministry said on October 22nd that Israeli forces killed 57
Palestinians, including 12 children,
a pregnant woman and her 2-yearold and caused hundreds of injuries
with bullets or tear gas. Eight Israeli
settlers have been killed in Palestinian stabbings or gun attacks.
Al-Issawiya residents said Israeli
restrictions do not reinforce security. “The Israelis want to humiliate
us, collectively, punish everyone
living in Jerusalem and tighten their
control of Palestinian neighbour-

hoods,” Mahran Darwish said.
“I went through many checkpoints in the West Bank but I’ve
never witnessed this level of humiliation,” he said, noting that soldiers
mock, provoke and yell at Palestinians.
Hani al-Issawi, a member of a local committee established to defend
Al-Issawiya, accused Israeli police
of cracking down on residents.
“Israeli soldiers raid our houses at
night to detain our youth,” he said.
“They blow up doors and break into
the houses while the families are
asleep.
“Israel has turned the village into
a big prison.”
Malak Hasan, based in Ramallah,
has covered Palestinian-Israeli
issues for more than five years.

Jerusalem is on edge but where is Washington?
Amal Mudallali

Washington

T

he unrest over Haram
al-Sharif in Jerusalem
has propelled the IsraeliPalestinian conflict to the
forefront of the agenda in
Washington and prompted another
visit by US Secretary of State John
Kerry to the region where he met
both sides in an attempt to calm the
situation — and also demonstrate
that the United States not only
cares but still has influence.
In Amman, Kerry announced Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu’s “reaffirmation” of “Israel’s commitment to upholding the
unchanged status quo of the Temple Mount/Haram al-Sharif both in
word and in practice”.
After thanking all sides for their
“seriousness” in “calming things
down and ending the violence”,
Kerry spoke about the need to “not
just end violence for a moment but
create a path to a legitimate future”.
Jordanian
Foreign
Minister
Nasser Judeh was more specific.
While appreciating “this confirmation of Israel’s commitment to
the unchanged status quo in word
and practice”, he emphasised that

A Palestinian youth being searched by Israeli police at Damascus
Gate just outside Jerusalem’s Old City before Friday prayers, on
October 23rd.
it was Jordanian King Abdullah’s
idea to install 24-hour cameras to
monitor Haram al-Sharif. Judeh
also called for focusing on the “root
cause of the entire problem”.
He highlighted the still-unfulfilled promise of a Palestinian state.
But support for the creation one is

down, according to Khalil Shikaki,
director of the Palestinian Centre
for Policy and Survey Research,
who spoke by teleconference to a
Wilson Center briefing in Washington. He said there is a dramatic increase in support for a new intifada
among Palestinians — 71% say they

favour a renewed uprising — and
that Palestinians are in a state of despair, with 80% saying other Arabs
have abandoned them.
Many Palestinians say their
promised state has been rendered
unachievable by the situation on
the ground that Israel is creating,
which violates its commitments
under various agreements with
the Palestinian Authority, Hanan
Ashrawi, a member of the Palestinian legislature, pointed out, adding
that Israeli actions “are destroying
the two-state solution”.
“Jerusalem is a wake-up call,”
said Maen Areikat, the chief representative of the Palestinian Liberation Organisation to Washington at
a recent conference of the National
Council on US-Arab Relations. “We
continue to be for a two-state solution. This is the only ideal way
out. Unfortunately, Israel today is
pushing everybody for a one-state
solution. I hope we can still find a
partner in Israel.”
The crisis comes at a time when
the perception that the United
States is disengaging from the region is becoming widespread.
Nothing illustrates this more than
the cover of the magazine Foreign
Affairs, published by the Council on
Foreign Relations. It reads: The Post
American Middle East.

Ashrawi says the United States
has a major role to play but has been
“missing in action for a while”.
Ashrawi said: “When the US does
not engage there will be a vacuum.
This means Israel will have the upper hand because it has the power.”

Ashrawi says the
United States has a
major role to play
but has been
“missing in action
for a while”.
Shikaki also complained that the
United States is not showing leadership and Areikat said: “The bilateral
approach by the US has failed. It is
not going to work. There has to be
an international multilateral approach.”
With the US 2016 presidential
campaigns in full swing and the
White House seemingly viewing the
Arab-Israeli conflict as intractable,
Areikat summed up the feelings of
many when he said, “Nothing will
happen until the next elections” on
the Palestinian-Israeli issue.
Amal Mudallali is a Washington
correspondent for The Arab
Weekly.
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On Rabin
anniversary,
bloodshed
and bickering
Ed Blanche

Beirut

I

srael has been commemorating the 20th anniversary of the
assassination of prime minister Yitzhak Rabin, the war hero
who took a giant step towards
making peace with the Palestinians, even as a resurgence of violence in which dozens have been
killed testifies to how his legacy
has been squandered.
Rabin, a former military chief of
staff, was assassinated on November 4, 1995, but Israelis marked the
anniversary according to the Hebrew calendar on October 27th.

Two decades after
Rabin was killed,
there seems little
hope the Oslo
accords will be
implemented.
He was shot twice in the back as
he left a massive Saturday night
peace rally in Tel Aviv’s Kings of Israel Square — since renamed Rabin
Square — by a right-wing Jewish
fanatic named Yigal Amir because
the Israeli leader had negotiated a
peace agreement with the Palestine Liberation Organisation (PLO)
and planned to return the West
Bank to them.
For the Israeli right wing, and the
ultra-Orthodox in particular who
believe God gave the Jewish people
the land of Judea and Samaria, the

biblical name for the West Bank, to
be theirs forever, this was the ultimate betrayal.
“The assassination set off a chain
reaction that would shift power
from the pragmatists to the ideologues in Israel and sink Rabin’s
peace process. Twenty years later,
the ideologues dominate Israeli
politics,” observed Dan Ephron, author of a forthcoming book Killing
a King: The Assassination of Yitzhak
Rabin and the Remaking of Israel.
“Had he lived, Rabin might plausibly have reshaped Israel broadly
and permanently by making a final
peace deal with the Palestinians.
Instead, during his two decades of
imprisonment, Rabin’s killer has
had the satisfaction of watching
the former prime minister’s legacy
steadily evaporate.”
After two decades of constant
violence, Israelis are grappling
with what many are calling the
third Palestinian intifada. Young
Palestinians have stabbed Israelis
in the streets of Jerusalem over Israeli efforts to control the complex
dominated by the al-Aqsa mosque,
known to Muslims as the Haram alSharif, or Noble Sanctuary, and to
Jews as Temple Mount.
More than 55 Arabs and 11 Israelis have been killed since the end
of September and the violence appears to be spreading to the West
Bank and Gaza Strip. Palestinian
leaders say the violence was triggered by young people’s pent-up
anger over the failure of the peace
process that Rabin helped launch
with the Oslo accords of 1992-93.
The bloodshed and the smouldering grievances of 48 years of

A file picture shows US President Bill Clinton (C) standing between PLO leader Yasser Arafat (R) and
Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin (L), at the White House in Washington, on September 13, 1993,
after signing the historic Israel-PLO Oslo accords.
Israeli occupation underline yet
again the toxic mix of nationalism
and religion that lies at the heart of
the conflict between Israel and the
Palestinians and which doomed
Rabin’s legacy.
Israel’s hard line against the
Palestinians is embodied by the
country’s current prime minister,
Binyamin Netanyahu, who was
first elected in 1996, two years after Rabin was gunned down. Many
Israelis believe that Rabin’s murder
was a consequence of Netanyahu’s
virulent campaign against Rabin’s
“treachery” for signing the Oslo accords, the last of them only weeks
before his assassination.
Leftist political parties have repeatedly accused Netanyahu of
stoking hatred in protests against
Rabin’s peace-making, with extremists brandishing images of Rabin in a Nazi SS uniform and chanting “Death to Rabin”.
Rabin’s decision to negotiate
with the Palestinians did not come

easy. He was a war hero who fought
for Israel’s creation in 1948-49 and
played a major role in driving out
Palestinians from the new Jewish
state.

Rabin was
assassinated on
November 4, 1995.
The general-turned-peacemaker
was not truly comfortable engaging
in the nascent peace process during
the early 1990s but he understood
that Israel faced an endless war of
attrition with the Palestinians, and
the Arab world at large, if a settlement was not achieved.
That culminated in the landmark
treaty signed by Rabin and Yasser
Arafat on the White House lawn on
September 13, 1993, with a beaming Bill Clinton looking on as the
two long-time enemies hesitantly
shook hands.
Rabin was assassinated less than
two years later. Arafat died in a

French hospital on November 11,
2004, in circumstances that have
never been fully explained.
Two decades after Rabin was
killed, there seems little hope the
Oslo accords will be implemented.
Netanyahu, currently serving his
third term as Israel’s leader, has
made it abundantly clear he has
no interest in abandoning the West
Bank.
“Palestinians are not ready to
end the conflict and give up on
their dream of a Palestinian state
in the place of Israel,” he declared
during a special session of Israel’s
parliament to mark Rabin’s death.
The corruption-riddled Palestinian administration of Arafat’s
colourless successor, Mahmoud
Abbas, considered by many Palestinians to be little more than Israeli
collaborators, looks as if it is on its
last legs. Abbas officially jettisoned
the Oslo accords in a speech to the
UN General Assembly in September.

For some of Gaza’s jobless, Israel is not that hostile territory
Saud Abu Ramadan

Gaza City

B

raving the wind on a
cold February morning,
17-year-old Jamal Musleh
set off from the Gaza Strip
to try to sneak into Israel.
He did not plan to attack Israelis but
was seeking work to help his father
provide for their family of eight.
“Sneaking from Gaza into Israel
needs a strong heart,” Musleh said.
“The horrible living conditions here,
such as the high unemployment and
poverty, force young men like me to
look for better opportunities, even if
that means in Israel.”

More than

70%

of 450 respondents
said they wished
Israel would open
its borders so they
could go there to
work.
Musleh is one of more than 200
young Palestinian men who have
tried to cross Gaza’s border into Israel this year, according to Palestinian
statistics. The number was similar
the past three years.
Gaza has been under a crippling
Israeli embargo since Hamas took
control of the territory by force in
2007. The Israeli siege includes strict

monitoring of Gaza-bound imports
and bans the travel of its residents.
Israel has fought three wars against
Gaza since the Hamas takeover, with
the latest in July 2014 that left more
than 2,000 Palestinians and 71 Israelis dead.
Since many Arabs refuse to deal
with Hamas, Gaza has become isolated. Iran halted financial aid to
Hamas, which is believed to be one
of Tehran’s main Arab supporters,
after the militant group took sides
against Syrian President Bashar Assad, a longtime Iranian ally.
Subsequently, Gaza unemployment hit a record 50%, while poverty afflicts more than 70% of the
population.
With a ban on travel to the West
Bank and tunnels, once used for
smuggling goods, escaping and
launching attacks on Israel, under
the border to Israel and Egypt sealed
off, Gaza residents think Israel is
their best available option out of
their predicament.
That thinking was reflected in a
2014 poll, conducted by a Palestinian pollster for David Pollock, a Middle East expert at the Washington
Institute for Near East Policy.
The results indicated that the
average Palestinian man wanted a
steady job in Israel, not war with it.
More than 70% of 450 respondents
said they wished Israel would open
its borders so they could go there to
work.
Musleh said he arrived at a deserted area along Gaza’s 40-kilometrelong fence with Israel, crossing on
foot and walking for two hours before the Israeli Army picked him up.
“They saw me on monitoring

A Palestinian man holds a child near the Erez crossing in Beit
Hanun in the north of the Gaza Strip.
cameras, which I failed to notice
when I surveyed the area earlier for
two months,” he said.
Musleh said the Israelis jailed
him for five months, during which
he was questioned several times.
“Each time, Israeli police asked me
if I was sent in by Hamas or another
militant group to do something bad
in Israel,” the teenager said.
“I was candid,” he said. “I told
them that I was not a member of any
militant group and nobody sent me
to Israel, only our poverty.” The Israelis eventually let him go.
Musleh said that during interroga-

tion he completely disengaged from
politics, hiding his feelings towards
Israel’s “crimes” against Gaza and
its people. He maintained that he
had no plans to attack Israel, just to
work there.
“I told the police that the main
reason that pushed me to sneak into
Israel is the hard living conditions of
my family and that I wanted to look
for a job in Israel because there are
no jobs in Gaza and life is very difficult there,” he said.
“I thought that in Israel, I can find
a good job and I can earn a good
income to help my family,” added

Musleh, who dropped out of high
school two years ago to support his
father, a construction worker, who
has been jobless for five years.
Musleh’s father, Karam, 45, said
that he did not know his son was
planning to sneak into Israel.
Abdul Nasser Ferwana of a Hamas-run department monitoring
Gaza prisoners in Israel urged Palestinian security forces to clamp down
on young men from Gaza sneaking into Israel. “This is becoming a
phenomenon, with more than 200
people who went there and got arrested,” he said.
Ferwana said that the infiltrators
were young males aged between 18
and 24.
Eyad al-Bozzom, spokesman of
the Hamas-run Interior Ministry,
said security has been beefed up
along the Israeli border. “Our young
men are getting hurt when Israeli
border authorities shoot at them,”
he said.
Bozzom dismissed that there was
a rise in infiltrations and insisted
that “the situation is under control”.
Essam Younis, director of the alMizan rights group in Gaza, said
most of Gaza’s young men who head
to Israel have nothing to lose. “They
believe that life in an Israeli jail is
better than in Gaza, which they see
as a big jail, anyway,” he said.
Musleh said he will try again,
claiming: “I’ll sneak in again and do
what I want: work in Israel”.
Saud Abu Ramadan, based in Gaza,
is an Arab Weekly correspondent
who has been covering the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict for 28
years.
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Middle East refugees need
help facing harsh winter

M

ore than 670,000 refugees have made the dangerous journey across the Mediterranean in 2015 and
at least 2,800 have died in the process, according
to the UN refugee agency (UNHCR).

As winter approaches, temperatures are dropping in Europe and conditions for migration are
becoming even more treacherous. However, the flow of desperate
refugees is relentless. Fears over impending winter weather might be
spurring even more Syrians, Iraqis and others to undertake the
arduous journey from Turkey to Greece and then across the Balkans
to Austria and Germany before temperatures dramatically fall.
The initial factors that forced refugees to flee their homes — war
and escalating bloodshed — continue unabated. The new Russian
bombing campaign could force tens of thousands more refugees to
flee Syria, especially from hard-hit Aleppo province.
The predicament of the migrants as winter approaches is further
complicated by the inability of the European Union to agree on an
efficient system that allows for the quick relocation of refugees.
European Commission President Jean-Claude Juncker warned that
urgent, coordinated measures needed to be taken to cope with the
escalating crisis, the worst of its kind since the second world war.
“Every day counts,” he said. “Otherwise we will soon see families in
cold rivers in the Balkans perish miserably.”
Each week seems to bring a new episode of European squabbling,
finger-pointing and attempts to block the flow of migrants. Slovenia
recently said it was considering erecting a fence on its border with
Croatia to stem the flow of migrants; Hungary already has erected one
blocking access to its territory for refugees.
Many European countries that are better disposed to welcome
migrants seem overwhelmed by the flow of refugees and are not able
to provide adequate housing before the onset of winter. Authorities
in Germany and Austria have been struggling to find permanent
housing even for those who have been granted asylum.
Some refugees are still in tents — some not heated — despite falling
temperatures. And colder weather is yet to come. Reuters reports that
refugees took to the streets to protest against sleeping in unheated
tents.
“As winter looms, the sight of thousands of refugees sleeping rough
as they make their way through Europe represents a damning
indictment of the EU’s failure to offer a coordinated response to the
refugee crisis,” said John Dalhuisen of Amnesty International.
The task of many European governments is complicated by
xenophobic movements trying to stir up feelings of intolerance in
host communities.
In Syria, Iraq, Lebanon and Jordan, millions of displaced people
will again experience rain, cold and snow in inadequate shelter. The
UNHCR already warns that its winter programmes are underfunded.
Thousands run the risk of spending the winter without heating or
cooking fuel and warm housing. Tens of thousands of vulnerable
refugees may not survive the winter without the necessary help.
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Moscow has only
a bombing strategy

R

ussia’s putative war
on the Islamic State
(ISIS) was revealed
as a charade as soon
as the first bombs
were dropped. At
least 80% of the air strikes have
Jeremy Walden-Schertz
targeted anti-regime targets
other than ISIS, by some estimates, paving the way for Syrian
President Bashar Assad’s forces
to retake territory.
The Russian line about fighting “terrorists” is disconcertingly
reminiscent of former president
George W. Bush’s “war on terror”,
a term so vague as to be applied
to any enemy of convenience.
In this case, all opposition to the
Assad regime, including mainstream groups which are fighting ISIS, qualify simply by being
Sunni Muslims.
For the Gulf Arab states, Russia’s military offensive and diplomatic overtures reflect a strengthened alliance involving not just
Syria but Iran as well. In recent
days, Saudi commentators have
repeated warnings about a “Farsi
crescent” encompassing Yemen,
Iran, Iraq and Syria. For many
of the Gulf monarchies, Russia’s
muscle has been thrown behind
a potentially existential threat to
regional stability.
Under those circumstances,
the recent meetings among Saudi
Arabian, US and Russian envoys
fit the same 4-year-old pattern
of talking for talking’s sake, with
little prospect of a multilateral
accord on Syria’s plight. In Egypt,
Saudi Arabia’s Foreign Minister
Adel al-Jubeir reiterated that no
diplomatic solution is possible as
long as Assad remains in power.
As Russia boasts of more than
280 air strikes within three days,
the Saudi refusal of diplomatic
overtures is in part strategic and
also stems from an unwillingness to compromise while the
Russian-backed regime is temporarily at an advantage. For
most of the Gulf, a peace
settlement in Syria while
The timidity of US
Iran and its allies are in
the ascendant is simply
Middle East policy
untenable.
The demand that
opened a door for
Assad depart office is
Russia to overreach in not simply a procedural
point. There is a deep
Syria.
personal animosity between the Saudi monarchy and the embattled
Syrian president. That
rift was on full display in 2008
as Damascus and Riyadh sparred
over influence in Beirut, and

Assad’s derogatory comments
about other Arab leaders, including Saudi Arabia’s now-deceased
King Abdullah, were uncharacteristically made public. Well
before the revolution, Assad had
marginalised himself from the
ranks of other Arab autocrats.
The irony is that there is a real
shared interest in opposing ISIS.
Syria and, to an extent, Iraq are
broken states that cannot control
their own territory; Russia, like
many European countries, faces
a domestic threat from a radical
fringe and ISIS’s rabid anti-Shia
ideology threatens Iran’s allies
across the region.
Yet arguably the Gulf Arab
states face the most dangerous
threat as ISIS tries to challenge
the governing legitimacy of the
monarchs. The recent suicide
bombing at a mosque in southeast Saudi Arabia, claimed by
ISIS, is only the latest punctuation mark. States across the
MENA region, including Tunisia,
must contend with a radicalised
fringe drawn to a spurious caliphate.
Russia’s heavy-handed entry
into the fray has, for the time
being, ruined chances of effective
coordination. Along with the air
strikes targeting Syria’s opposition forces — many of which the
Gulf states led by Saudi Arabia
and Qatar have supported with
funds and materiel — Moscow has
conducted a misinformation campaign that continues to insist this
is a war against ISIS.
Credibility is sorely lacking.
The proposal, endorsed by Assad,
of fresh elections is a farce in a
country divided by battle fronts
rather than voting districts. Improbably, Russia has blamed the
United States for its inability to
support Free Syrian Army groups,
even as it bombs them.
The timidity of US Middle East
policy opened a door for Russia
to overreach in Syria. The Gulf
states may see Moscow as a new
foe in the regional contest for
power with Iran, yet caution is
warranted. Neither Russia nor Assad’s Syria has a strategy for winning, only a strategy for bombing,
with all of the consequent civilian
deaths that entails.
Jeremy Walden-Schertz is the
former comment editor for The
National in Abu Dhabi and a
recent graduate of the School
of Global Policy and Strategy at
the University of California, San
Diego.
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Iran is using Assad

S

yrian President Bashar
Assad has finally
discovered that Iran is
not a charity. He only
realised this after
Tehran demanded
financial compensation for every
dollar it had spent on his regime
Khairallah Khairallah
after he had been under the
impression that what he has done
to further Iran’s expansionist
ambitions was priceless.
Tehran used Assad after
realising that he was the best tool
to turn Syria into an Iranian
colony. Syria was a bridge for
Iranian support of Lebanon’s
Hezbollah, a group that Assad
appears to be in awe of, to the
point of claiming that the Shia
militia secured “strategic parity”
with Israel, even if this came at
the expense of Lebanon and the
Lebanese people. Assad failed to
see that Hezbollah is
nothing more than a
Bashar Assad began to sectarian militia that is
a project to turn
wake up to the threat serving
Lebanon into an Iranian
posed by the Iranians protectorate.
Assad failed to learn
about a year ago.
from the experiences of
his father. Hafez Assad
thought he could use
Iran to serve his regime
in particular and Syria’s Alawite
community in general. He was
careful to ensure that he did not
become too dependent on
Tehran.

Hafez Assad sought a delicate
balance, strengthening Damascus’s relations with Iran in its war
with Iraq, while not cutting
Syria’s relations with its other
Arab neighbours. For him,
Tehran was a card that he could
play against the Arabs. As for
Bashar Assad, he is a card in the
hands of the Iranians, which they
are playing against the Arabs.
However, Bashar Assad began
to wake up to the threat posed by
the Iranians about a year ago,
particularly after Tehran began
to demand specific guarantees,
including Syrian real estate, to
continue its support.
At the beginning of the Syrian
revolution, in March 2011, Iran’s
support and assistance to Syria
was unlimited and unconditional. But with the emergence of
a costly sectarian civil war in the
country, Tehran had to rethink
things, particularly given the
almost limitless requirements of
the Assad regime in terms of
arms, finances and even fighters.
So it is the unfolding reality on
the ground that is causing Iran to
reconsider its strategy as the
Syrian war is a protracted conflict
that Assad is unable to fight on
his own. This is a war on the
Syrian people no less, the
majority of whom oppose Assad.
Syria’s Sunni majority no longer
accepts Assad’s Alawite rule,
which has served narrow sectar-

ian interests for 45 years.
Most importantly, Iran is a
third-world country and simply
cannot afford to finance costly
wars such as this indefinitely.
This is what prompted it to sign
the nuclear deal with the P5+1 to
lift international economic
sanctions. But even the lifting of
sanctions will not be enough to
save Assad.
Iran is facing major domestic
problems, so how can it afford to
keep pumping money to Assad to
keep the war going?
At the same time, many
Alawites prefer the Russians to
the Iranians, particularly following Iran’s Shiaisation campaigns
in the country and following the
realisation that Moscow is the
stronger protector.
The turning point for Assad
came when Tehran demanded
guarantees in return for new aid,
with Iran seeking to directly take
control of significant Syrian real
estate. With both sides appearing
to reconsider their respective
positions, Russia is emerging as
the main player.
Assad wants to show that he
has other cards in his hand,
particularly amid tensions
between Alawite military officers
and Iranian and Hezbollah
commanders. The death of
high-ranking Syrian intelligence
officer Rustum Ghazali, at the
hands of the bodyguards of an

Iranian commander, cannot be
downplayed.
So how does Assad benefit
from Russia? Does his recent
meeting with Russian President
Vladimir Putin in Moscow
actually mean anything?
Iran has used up its Syrian
cards, including Assad. Now it’s
Russia’s turn. When he took
office, Assad did not know that
he would end up being nothing
more than a card traded between
stronger powers. Hafez Assad
was the one who manipulated
and used others; his son Bashar is
simply being used.
Will Assad’s luck with the
Russians be any better than it
was with the Iranians? That is
unclear but what is certain is that
there is a new phase in Syria in
which Russia is in the ascendancy.
So, yes, Assad now realises that
Iran is not a charity, giving out
funds for nothing. But will he, in
time, understand that he is
nothing more than a card that
Russia will play to serve its own
political interests, regardless of
what happens to him?
Khairallah Khairallah is a
Lebanese writer. The
commentary was translated and
adapted from the Arabic. It was
originally published in the
London-based Al Arab
newspaper.

US foreign policy is responsible for Syria situation

A

chain of poor
decisions that
alienated Russia is
backfiring on
Washington.
Russia’s boots-onthe-ground intervention in Syria
Martin Jay
shouldn’t have been a surprise to
the West. Washington surely must
be questioning its own wisdom
over striking an agreement with
Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan, which gave the Americans a key Turkish airbase, as few
geopolitical experts disagree that
this was the spark that ignited
Russian President Vladimir
Putin’s wrath.
US President Barack Obama, a
man parodied by his own comical
red lines in Syria, which he didn’t
even respect himself, had crossed
a red line of Putin’s. That decision
will grow like an ugly wart on
Obama’s legacy and be soon
etched into the history books of
why the United States failed in
Syria.
In reality there were many
mistakes. One could go as far back
as Afghanistan, which may have
been a “victory” of sorts for the
hardliners in Washington at the
time but was always going to be a
short-term one in terms of cold
war battles.
More recently, Putin was
enraged by what he felt was a
betrayal by the West, which
managed to wrangle a UN decision in Libya to enforce a no-fly
zone. That move ended up being a
free-for-all for France, the United
Kingdom and the United States to
plough ahead with an ill-conceived plan to back rebels and
oust Muammar Qaddafi, who
remarkably became the buddy of
the United Kingdom and the
European Union a few
years earlier when it
Are the Gulf Arabs
suited them to bring
him in from the cold.
likely to arm their
But will the West ever
opposition fighters in bring Putin closer to its
fold?
Syria with upgraded
It’s often projected by
Western media that
weapons? Likely.
Putin is a sort of bully
who likes being on the
fringe. Few could forget
his gung-ho comments
in August 2008 when the European Union had the temerity to

Russian air force crew stand next to a fighter jet in preparation for a combat mission at Hamim
airbase, Syria, on October 22nd.
question his legitimacy in
invading Georgia. “I have no
problem with restarting a cold
war,” he calmly replied, knowing
this would swiftly silence the
foreign policy lapdogs in the
European Commission. Like
puppies kicked by a new owner,
they quietened and sulked.
In many respects this is what we
have unfolding in Syria. Remarkably though it seems to be getting
personal. Putin has shown that he
is going to support Syrian President Bashar Assad no matter what
and will not allow US foreign
policy to ridicule him once again
after Libya. Even though Iran is a
major supporter of Syria in terms
of proxy militias, it is Russia that
holds the real power — both in
military might and an important
veto at the UN Security Council.
It is early days and many
questions arise about the Russian
intervention, with the United
States allegedly arming the Kurds
and Russia playing the ace card
with reports of Cubans about to

arrive in Syria.
Are the Russians spreading
their wings in the Middle East and
using Syria to showcase themselves as a regional superpower
that Arab regimes might want to
align themselves with? You bet.
Does it mean that as a pure act
of petulance, Assad will stay in
power for decades just to prove a
point? Possibly.
Are the Gulf Arabs likely to arm
their opposition fighters in Syria
with upgraded weapons? Likely.
What about on the ground?
After only a couple of weeks, the
victories are not so easy to gauge
in the fog of war. Remarkably,
despite many advances the Syrian
regime has made with the support
of Russian air power, it has also
incurred considerable losses.
But even with all that, Assad’s
campaign does not seem to be
working, according to a report by
the Institute for the Study of War
(ISW).
“The Syrian regime has not
gained much terrain in the first

week of its large-scale ground
offensive against rebel forces,
despite support from intensified
Russian air strikes and hundreds
of Iranian proxy reinforcements,”
said Chris Kozak, a Syria research
analyst at the ISW in Washington.
“Operations against the Syrian
opposition will likely prove
harder and slower than anticipated by either Russia or Iran.”
Either way, it’s clear we are in
for a longer war than anticipated
and all that has happened by
Washington’s policy decisions is
that Assad’s reign has been
enforced. Perhaps soon the
Americans will realise that Assad
should never been the prism of
hatred in Washington and that
Putin is the cowboy in the black
hat who has nothing to lose and is
the real danger.
Martin Jay is a senior writer and
associate editor at Newsweek
Middle East and is based in
Beirut. Follow him on Twitter:
@MartinRJay.
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Young, fresh faces win Oman elections
The Arab Weekly staff

Muscat

N

early three-quarters of
Oman’s newly elected
Consultative
(Shura)
Council are first-time
legislators
following
a vote that was marked by lower
turnout than previous elections.
The October 25th election, which
had 590 candidates, including 20
women, competing for the council seats, resulted in 70% of the
85-member council being elected
for the first time, while only one female candidate won a seat, according to the Interior Ministry.
According to the government,
297,905 out of 525,785 registered
voters — 56.6% — participated in
the polls, a sharp drop from 2011
elections when 77% of the electorate took part.

56.6%

participated
in the polls.

Omani political commentator
Ahmed Ali al-Mukhaini said the
turnout was “disappointing” and
was an indication of decreased interest among the populace.
Oman has been relatively more
progressive with more female participation in politics than its Gulf
neighbours. In 1994, Oman granted women the right to vote and
to stand for public office, while,
almost a decade later, the government appointed its first female
minister, the first Gulf Cooperation
Council (GCC) member to do so.
Despite that record, the recent
election resulted in just one female
candidate being elected. Nemah
al-Busaidiya was re-elected as a
representative of Muscat’s Seeb
district.
Aisha Kharusi, a women’s rights
advocate from Muscat, said the low
female representation on the new
council was “disappointing”. New

Omani Interior Minister Hamoud bin Faisal Al Busaidi (C) seals a ballot box at a polling station in Muscat for the Consultative Council
elections, on October 25th.
council members would hopefully
be “progressive in their decisionmaking”, she said.
According to local reports, the
majority of winners were in their
30s, signifying a break from tradition in the conservative Gulf,
which usually favours elders.
“Generally, the election of many
new young and well-qualified faces
and re-election of good performing
previous members reflect a good
degree of responsibility and awareness among many voters as well as

their aspirations for a more effective role to be played by the council,” said Omani social commentator Younis al-Harrasi.
The sultanate created the Consultative Council in 1991 but the
body is limited in its policy-making, with issues relating to foreign
affairs, domestic security and defence off the table.
The elections in Oman come during an economically challenging
time, as a sustained period of low
oil prices has strained the country’s

economy, 85% of which is dependent on oil and gas sales. In its latest
report, the International Monetary
Fund (IMF) warned, that unlike
other GCC members, Oman faces
greater risk to its economy because
of the decline in oil prices. The IMF
expects Oman’s budget deficit to
widen to 17.7% of gross domestic
product in 2015 and 20% in 2016.
There is also uncertainty regarding the health of Sultan Qaboos bin
Said Al Said, who has ruled Oman
since 1970.

He is reportedly suffering from
colon cancer. The sultan, who has
not been seen in public since March
after eight months of treatment in
Germany, is unmarried and has no
successor.
Four years ago, he amended the
succession process, designating
five top officials to confirm the next
sultan in case of any royal family
dispute. They would confirm the
person nominated by Qaboos in a
document to be kept sealed until
his death.

analysts, is not only due to falling
oil prices but also Western sanctions imposed on Moscow because
of its actions in Ukraine.
Estimates by the World Bank indicate Russia’s economy is likely to
shrink 3.8% overall in 2015, a bigger drop than predicted. The bank
said that, if the price of oil continues at its current rate or less, the
overall economy could fall 4.3%.

Gulf economies remain in a “strong
position” to make necessary adjustments, courtesy of large financial reserves built up during years
of higher oil prices. According to
the IMF, the combined budget
deficit for GCC countries over the
next five years is estimated to surpass $1 trillion.
Furthermore, Bloomberg reported on October 8th that the Saudi
Finance Ministry had issued directives to government organisations
to curb new spending initiatives.
This also came with a freeze on
new appointments and promotions and a general ban on the purchase of new vehicles or furniture,
while also telling officials to speed
up revenue collections.
In August, Saudi Arabia’s net
foreign assets fell to $654.5 billion,
the lowest since 2013, the kingdom’s central bank said.
But there is good news for Saudi
Arabia as figures indicate that the
goal of freezing US crude output
growth is within reach. US production is almost back down to the
November 2014 levels, when OPEC
switched its strategy to focus on
protecting market share.
“Their strategy is still working
for them,” Miswin Mahesh, an analyst at Barclays Plc in London, told
the Washington Post.
“It means pain now, but in the
medium-to-long term they will
reap the fruits of a more balanced
market, moderated shale supplies,
growing demand for oil and ultimately a higher price.”

The costly Saudi-Russian oil wars
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

A

t odds over the war in
Syria, Saudi Arabia and
Russia are also locked
in another conflict that
could have severe global economic ramifications — the
war for energy supremacy.
The latest chapter in these petroleum wars has seen the Gulf
kingdom cut through Russia’s European oil market shares, with the
latest target being Poland. Saudi

Arabia recently began selling crude
oil in Poland, much to the chagrin
of Moscow, which had traditionally dominated that market.
The head of Russia’s biggest oil
company, Rosneft, said at a recent
economic forum that the Saudis
are “actively dumping, which is an
element of the changes in world
prices. Without doubt, the battle
for markets is at this stage one of
the key factors.”
“We have to make every effort to
prevent a decrease in our share of
supplies,” Rosneft Chief Executive
Officer Igor Sechin said.
However, the situation is much

bigger than just the Polish oil market. According to Reuters, global
majors such as Shell and Total in
Europe are cutting long-standing
use of Russian crude in favour of
Saudi grades.
“I’m buying less and less Russian crude for my refineries in Europe simply because Saudi barrels
are looking more attractive. It is a
no-brainer for me as Saudi crude
is just cheaper,” a trading source
with one major, who asked not to
be named because he was not allowed to speak to the media, told
Reuters.
Moscow has had designs on the
lucrative Saudi-dominated Asian
market for decades and in May
succeeded in surpassing Saudi
Arabia in terms of crude oil supplied to China, the region’s biggest
market.
“This is all a fight for market
share,” a Saudi oil executive who
asked to remain anonymous told
The Arab Weekly. “The probability
of Saudi Arabia following the same
oil policy, whether or not there was
a conflict in Syria is very likely.”
The executive went on to say
that taking into account the fracking boom in the United States and
the fact that Iran hopes to increase
its market share in the near future
with the lifting of sanctions, Saudi
Arabia has no choice but to follow
this policy.
The battle for market share has
taken a toll on both economies,
with Russia facing a very grim outlook as a result. In the third quarter of this year, Russia’s economy
contracted 4.3%, according to government figures. This, according to

Moscow has had
designs on the
lucrative
Saudi-dominated
Asian market for
decades.
Reaffirming the bleak assessment is rating agency Standards
& Poor’s, which recently said Russia’s recession-hit economy remains weak, predicting it would
expand by about 0.4% annually
from 2015 through 2018.
Saudi Arabia has by no means
gone unscathed in the process.
With the fall in oil prices and a
costly war in neighbouring Yemen,
the kingdom has had to resort to
cost-cutting measures.
The International Monetary
Fund (IMF) recently recommended that Gulf Cooperaiton Council (GCC) countries prepare their
economies for what it labelled a
“new reality” of oil prices remaining low for the foreseeable future,
while also suggesting government
spending cuts and income diversification.
The IMF also highlighted that

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The Arab Weekly.
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Iraq caught in global, regional crossfire
Ed Blanche

Beirut

I

raq, ravaged by war, tyranny and insurgency since the
1980s, seems set to become the
seminal confrontation point
in the swelling power struggle between Riyadh and Tehran,
with Sunni states lining up behind
the Saudis to block Iran’s efforts to
dominate the Shia-majority country.
Now Moscow seems to be driving to extend its influence in Iraq
as well, ostensibly to form an antiIslamic State (ISIS) coalition but on
a more strategic level embracing
Iran and Syria to rebuild a regional
alliance it lost decades ago in a part
of the world that’s now up for grabs.
“Iraq, a historical crossroads between major empires to the east
and west, is once again caught in
the middle of a battle among regional powers looking to protect
their own interests,” the US-based
global security consultancy Stratfor
observed.
There have been signs that Iraq
was seeking to shed the bloodsoaked political baggage it acquired
during the rule of Saddam Hussein
and the subsequent US occupation.
Saudi Arabia, which broke off relations with Baghdad in August 1990
after Saddam invaded Kuwait, had
planned to reopen its Baghdad embassy in September after Eid al-Fitr.

Iran’s success in
infiltrating Iraqi
institutions and
whipping up
sectarian chaos
seems to be meeting
growing Iraqi
opposition.
But that has not yet come to pass,
possibly because of Moscow’s move
in late September, amid its military
intervention in Syria, to cement
this emerging alliance by setting up
an intelligence coordination centre

with Syria and Iran in Baghdad.
Saudi Arabia’s recent transformation from risk-averse caution
in its foreign policy to shoot-fromthe-hip military interventionism,
as seen in the Saudi-led coalition
of Gulf states battling in Yemen
against what they maintain is Iranian encroachment, underlines
how Riyadh is stepping in to block
Iranian ambitions to its north and
as well as its south.

Ever since the
United States
toppled Saddam in
April 2003 Iran has
been seeking to
impose its will on
Iraq through its Shia
majority.
The Gulf states fear that if Iran
gets a stranglehold on Iraq, the land
corridor from Iran to the Gulf states
that Saddam kept shut for decades
will finally be open and with it the
possibility of invasion by the Arabs’
historical enemy, the Persians.
Ever since the United States toppled Saddam in April 2003, and especially since US forces withdrew
in December 2011, Iran has been
seeking to impose its will on Iraq
through its Shia majority.
But Iran’s success in infiltrating
Iraqi institutions and whipping
up sectarian chaos seems to be
meeting growing Iraqi opposition,
60% of Iraq’s people may be Shia
but they are Arab and not Persian
and, as they demonstrated during
the 1980-88 war with the Islamic
Republic, do not want to become
a vassal state constricted by the
straightjacket of clerical rule.
The recent outbreak of discontent among Iraqis, Shias and Sunnis alike, has directly challenged
Iranian dominion in the country by
forcing the government of Prime
Minister Haider al-Abadi, who replaced the power-hungry, pro-Iranian Nuri al-Maliki in August 2014,
to implement wide-ranging political reforms that put distance between Baghdad and Tehran. It also

Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif, (C), heads towards the office of the top Iraqi Shia
cleric Ayatollah Ali Sistani, in Najaf, last July.
seeks to eliminate the corrupt political system that Tehran has long
exploited.
Maliki, whom the Saudis considered an Iranian proxy, was ousted
after the Islamic State (ISIS) seized
most of western Iraq. The Americans dithered, allowing Iran to
come to the rescue using the Iraqi
Shia militias it had created to fight
the US occupation. But the highhanded actions of these irregular
forces have incensed Iraq’s Sunni
minority and alienated many Shias.
A key player in the anti-Iranian
alliance is Grand Ayatollah Ali
Sistani, the religious leader of Iraq’s
Shias and a long-time opponent of
Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini’s system of theocratic rule in Iran. Although Sistani was born in Iran, he
is widely revered in Iraq and holds

unquestioned authority there.
Tehran has wanted to get rid of
him for years but knows that assassination or trying to discredit him
could backfire dangerously on their
plans to absorb Iraq and its vast oil
reserves.
The reclusive Sistani seeks to
reassert the place of Najaf, Iraq’s
spiritual capital where he lives and
which he rarely leaves, as the religious centre of Shia Islam, a status
that was challenged by the 1979 Islamic Revolution after which Iran’s
holy city of Qom became more
prominent. But with the 2003 toppling of Saddam, Najaf sought to
reclaim its historical status.
Sistani, who follows Shia Islam’s
“quietist” strain and has rarely
interfered in political affairs, has
openly supported the protest move-

ment and become stridently antiIranian in his public pronouncements. This has resonated deeply
with Shias who despise Iran’s clerical rule.
Indeed, Abadi was able to undertake a bold and unprecedented reform package largely because Sistani threw the weight of
the Shia religious authority behind
him.
The support of Sistani and the
religious establishment could well
be the clincher in the end. “The
real story behind these uprisings is
that the Shia political and religious
establishment wants to pre-empt
a power grab by the up-and-coming Iran-backed elements in the
country,” said Iraq expert Michael
Knights of the Washington Institute
for Near East Policy.

Baghdad information-sharing centre up and running
Omar Hejab

of the incoming information and
translate it on the spot to our partners, the Russians, who distribute
it to the rest — the Syrians and Iranians,” the official said.
He spoke on condition of anonymity because he was not allowed
to make statements to the media.

Baghdad

I

raqi officers answer telephones
at a Baghdad information centre, jot down details regarding
Islamic State (ISIS) movements
and Russian military analysts
relay instructions to Syrians, Iranians and Iraqis on what needs to be
done.
The exchange of reconnaissance
data is taking place at an information centre established in September by Russia, Syria, Iraq and Iran
in Baghdad to coordinate joint military action against ISIS, which controls land in Iraq and Syria.
The four countries are represented by officers of the national armed
forces, whose primary task is to
collect and analyse data related to
ISIS operations in the region.
On September 30th, Russia began air strikes on ISIS positions
in Syria at the request of Syrian
President Bashar Assad. Since the
beginning of the campaign, Russian forces have carried out nearly
1,000 sorties in Syria, killing several hundred militants and destroying dozens of command centres
and depots used by the terrorists,
according to an Iraqi official at the
Baghdad information centre.
The Russian moves, which followed its military build-up in
Syria, underlined Moscow’s expanding influence in the Middle
East. A larger Russian role in Iraq
could sideline Washington, which
has been struggling against a significant influence by Iranian-allied

The Baghdad
“coordination centre
is in business”.

In business. A file picture of Russian President Vladimir Putin (R)
meeting with Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi in Moscow, last
May.
Shia militias in Iraq. Months of air
strikes by the US-led coalition targeting ISIS strongholds in Iraq and
Syria produced scant progress.

“Russia is clearly in
a study mode. It’s
examining the
terrain, information
and the evaluation
of the different
options.”
Shahwan Abdullah, the secretary
of the Iraqi parliament’s defence
committee, said the Baghdad “coordination centre is in business”.

“What we have now is joint coordination and information exchange
between the founding countries,”
Abdullah said.
He said only the department for
collecting intelligence data related
to ISIS, used for selecting targets
for air strikes, is in operation.
“If there is information on ISIS’s
movements in Iraq, then the Iraqi
aviation carries out air strikes,” he
said. “If the information is on Syria,
then the Russian aviation does it.”
An Iraqi military official described the centre at Baghdad’s AlMuthana military base at Baghdad
airport as like a “swarm cell”.
“Telephones never stop ringing.
Iraqi military officials take note

Iraqi Army Captain Mohammed
al-Rawi, speaking from a base in
Anbar province, a vast desert region of western Iraq where ISIS has
a number of major strongholds,
said Iraqi military personnel are in
“constant touch with the Baghdad
information centre”.
“The centre is specifically interested in information on battle
grounds in Anbar, the whereabouts
of ISIS and how big is its fighting
force on the ground in any specific
area in the province,” Rawi said.
“They tell us they’re studying
the various options in preparation
for air strikes or for guidance to
ground troops in the area.”
“It’s a very well-coordinated
operation and we’re glad to be in
touch with a command centre that
has plans and can guide us to victory.”
Iraqi analyst Atwan Sayed said
that, although Russia is the strongest militarily in the four-nation
coalition, “It’s highly unlikely that
it would act on its own without informing the remaining members of
its plans.”
“Russia is clearly in a study
mode. It’s examining the terrain,

information and the evaluation of
the different options,” Sayed said.
“It’s only a matter of days till we
hear of Russian sorties over Iraq.”
Hakem al-Zameli, who heads
parliament’s defence committee,
said “Iraq will ask Russia soon to
start air strikes against Daesh positions in the country”. Daesh is the
Arabic acronym for ISIS.
He said there was no time set
for the Iraqi request “but it should
come very soon”. He said parliament’s defence committee voted
unanimously to allow the Russia
sorties, setting the stage for a full
vote in parliament, subsequently
allowing the Baghdad government
to make the request to the Russians.

A larger Russian
role in Iraq could
sideline Washington.
An Iraqi government official,
insisting on anonymity, said technical points were being reviewed
with Russia, including “the designation of a specific airbase for
Russian jet fighters and for Iraq to
bear part of the cost of the sorties
on Daesh.
“Russia is also insisting on immunity against any legal liability
for its air force and military in the
event that such sorties, or plans,
lead to casualties among Iraqi civilians,” the official added. He said
Baghdad was likely to accept.
Omar Hejab, a pseudonym used
for safety reasons, is an Arab
Weekly contributor in Iraq.
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Calls in United States for more aid to Tunisia
Mark Habeeb

Washington

A

bipartisan group of experts and former US
government
officials
sent a letter to members
of Congress calling for
increased US assistance to Tunisia.
The 114 signatories of the letter include former members of Congress,
former ambassadors, a former
World Bank president and numerous scholars.
The letter praised Tunisia for “remarkable progress” since the 2011
uprising but says that the country
faces daunting economic and security threats and “its democratic
gains remain fragile”.
The letter calls on Congress to
provide the increased assistance for
Tunisia that US President Barack
Obama pledged last May during
the visit to Washington by Tunisian
President Beji Caid Essebsi.

Providing increased
aid will help Tunisia
address youth
unemployment and
implement vital
economic and
security reforms.
Specifically, Obama requested
that Congress increase Tunisia’s
economic assistance in 2016 to $55
million, compared to $30 million
this year, and more than double the
level of military and security assistance to $62.5 million. Combined
with other assistance programmes,
the total assistance package proposed by the Obama administration
was $134.4 million.
The US House of Representatives
granted Obama’s request for the
money. US Representative Ileana

Ros-Lehtinen, R-Fla., and chairwoman of the Middle East Subcommittee of the House Foreign Affairs
Committee, argued strongly in support for the increase in aid.
“We need to invest in Tunisia’s
future if we want to ensure that the
future will be a democratic one,”
Ros-Lehtinen said at a hearing in
July. “They deserve our support
and, with that support, they could
one day be the model for other
countries in the region.”
But the US Senate approved only
$86.9 million for Tunisia. While
many senators spoke favourably
about Tunisia, the Republican leadership argued that the administration could find additional funds for
Tunisia on an ad hoc basis, perhaps
by transferring funds designated
for Egypt.
The two houses of Congress must
reconcile the bills’ differences —
closing the nearly $50 million gap
between the House and Senate
measures — and present a single bill
to the president for signing.
In calling on Congress to grant
the full administration request, the
signatories of the letter said that
“providing increased aid will help
Tunisia address youth unemployment, implement vital economic
and security reforms and strengthen its nascent democratic institutions. In addition, increasing assistance will demonstrate stronger
US support for Tunisia and enable
the United States to lead its international partners to bolster their own
commitments to Tunisia.”
Among the letter’s more prominent signatories are William Burns,
former deputy secretary of State;
former US senators Richard Lugar,
Joseph Lieberman and Tom Daschle; six former US ambassadors to
Tunisia; and former World Bank
president Paul Wolfowitz.
The letter emphasised that “this
is an important opportunity to follow through on US rhetoric and

Bipartisan support. US President Barack Obama (R) and Tunisian President Beji Caid Essebsi during
White House meeting last May.
demonstrate that the United States
will continue to invest in Tunisia’s future” and concluded: “We
strongly urge you to fully grant the
requested $134.4 million in bilateral assistance to Tunisia, to stand
shoulder-to-shoulder with the
country as it continues the difficult
but momentous task of consolidating the Arab world’s first successful
transition to democracy.”
US Senator Chris Murphy, DConn., said he was not happy that
the Senate reduced Tunisia’s aid.
“We made a bipartisan commit-

ment to do everything that Tunisia
needed to maintain its democratic
path and then we voted for a foreign aid budget that did not fund
the president’s request,” Murphy
complained at a recent hearing.
“There seems to be a separation between our rhetoric and what we are
able to deliver.”
The letter, along with the desire
by senators such as Murphy to revise their bill, are optimistic signs
that Tunisia will receive the full aid
package as requested by Obama.
A prominent Washington lobby-

ist, who wished to remain anonymous, told The Arab Weekly: “Tunisia continues to be the favourite
Arab state and it would be very
surprising to see any action that did
not fully support them, with the
one possible exception of a generic
across the board budget cut that no
one escapes.”
Mark Habeeb is the East-West
section editor of The Arab Weekly
and adjunct professor of Global
Politics and Security at Georgetown
University in Washington.

All politics is local; Tunisia is no exception

View poi nt

Jerry Sorkin

A

n American friend
who recently visited
Tunisia asked me
what Tunisians think
of the recent flareups between Israelis
and Palestinians. My response
surprised him.
During the last few years I have
thought the Palestinian-Israeli
issue and other regional issues
— be it the fate of hundreds of
thousands of Middle East refugees
flowing into Europe or that of the
many Syrians and Iraqis dying
every day — have ceased to be of
great interest to Tunisians, with
the exception of political elites
who still make a point of following regional and international
news closely. Media surveys show
Tunisians get most of their news
from local TV channels and not
from pan-Arab or foreign channels
as they used to.
Tunisians, like many in the Arab
world, have definitely turned
inward. It is what is happening at
home that counts, with most deeply worried about the economy,
terrorism and security. Polls about
the attitudes of Tunisians and their
reactions to recent events bear this
out.
Tunisians learned that the
Quartet, the group that facilitated
negotiations that led to Tunisia’s
elections at the end of 2014,
would be given the Nobel Peace

Tunisians, like many
in the Arab world, have
definitely turned inward.

Prize. Truly a great honour for Tunisians, many felt. But for the average Tunisian, a Nobel prize is only
as good as the tangible dividends
it can bring to the country and its
people.
The same applies to democracy.
Even in Tunisia, which is considered to have achieved the most
peaceful political transition among
“Arab spring” countries, questions
remain.
The results of an International
Republican Institute (IRI) survey
published in August found that for
58% of Tunisians democracy is secondary to stability and prosperity.
Badreddine Badreddine, an executive with a French company with
stores throughout Tunisia, said
he does feel life is better for him
since the revolution. He has moved
up in the professional ranks of his
company but he has one major concern — terrorism. He is not alone in
that concern. The IRI survey found
that 21% of those polled said they
felt Tunisia was going in the “right
direction” while 72% said it was going in the “wrong direction”.
Several days ago, I met Rafiq, a
working-class Tunisian who upon
hearing my non-native Arabic was
surprised to learn I was American. “What do you think of our
revolution?” he asked. I turned the
question around and asked him
if life is better for him now? “No,
life was better before the revolution,” he said. “What has it brought
me? I work more than ever. I am
not earning any more money than
years ago.” He raised his fist and
said: “Before, there was authority.
We are missing this now!”
Again, the IRI poll underscores
Rafiq’s thoughts. Of those polled
60% described the economic situation as “very bad”, with 17% saying

Domestic agenda first. A kiosk in the Tunisian
capital, Tunis.
it was “somewhat bad”. When
asked if one had to choose between
a stable and prosperous Tunisia
that was ruled by an authoritarian government or a democratic
government that led to an unstable
and insecure country, 50% said
they would choose the authoritarian government.
People in Tunisia treasure their
democracy and their finally earned
freedoms; it is just that they think
bread and security come first. They
also are sceptical about the ability
of the political class to deliver.
This may also bear out why the
recent elections in Egypt resulted
in a turnout of only about 17% of
voters. As some Egyptians noted,
they are tired of the revolution.
“We want bread” was a chant
heard in Egypt.
Despite the turn from democratic policies that the Egyptian
revolution of January 2011 was
meant to bring, a majority of Egyptians are seeing that with President

Tunisians
treasure
their
democracy
and
freedoms;
it is just that
bread and
security
come first.

Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, there is more
stability and not the chaos of daily
demonstrations that were taking
place under the short-lived rule
of deposed president Muhammad
Morsi.
This also explains the popularity
of Russian President Vladimir Putin in many parts of the Arab world
where he has impressed quite a
few with his well-cultivated image
of a strong leader. This is highlighted by one of the most popular
Facebook posts among Iraqi Shias:
a Photoshopped image of “Sheikh
Putin” dressed as an Arab tribal
leader. Many Tunisians feel he
might be able to rid them of their
fellow citizens who have joined
jihad in the Levant.
The late US speaker of the House
Tip O’Neill famously said that “all
politics is local”. This certainly
seems to be the case in many parts
of the world, with Tunisia being no
exception.
Returning to the unpleasant images that we all see on television of
the hundreds of thousands of refugees walking in the rain to board
trains to a better life in Europe or
the nearly 4 million refugees in
camps in Lebanon, Jordan and
Turkey, one has to wonder if they
could turn back the clock to the
times before January 2011 in Syria,
Libya or Iraq, would they prefer
the stability, albeit strong authority and lack of democracy, to the
present situation?
They probably would like to have
it all: Democratic freedoms but
also bread and security.
Jerry Sorkin is founder and
president of Iconic Journeys
Worldwide and of TunisUSA. He is
a frequent contributor to The Arab
Weekly.

October 30, 2015

11

Maghreb

News & Analysis

Stockholm reaffirms neutrality on Western Sahara
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

S

wedish politicians reaffirmed their neutrality on
the Morocco-Western Sahara issue and support for
the negotiation process
towards a mutually acceptable settlement to a decades-old conflict after talks with an official delegation
from Rabat.
Former foreign minister Saadeddine el-Othmani led a Moroccan
delegation of major political parties
to Stockholm following a visit by
a group led by United Social Party
(PSU) Secretary-General Nabila
Mounib in a bid to defuse the political crisis between the two countries
over Stockholm’s reported plan to
recognise the chimerical Sahrawi
Arab Democratic Republic (SADR).
The delegation met with political leaders, parliamentarians and
stakeholders in Sweden during the
two-day visit that began October
12th.

UN-sponsored talks
to resolve the
dispute between
Morocco and the
Polisario have
stalled.
The talks sought to clarify Morocco’s autonomy plan for Western
Sahara. The Moroccan delegation
indicated that an emphasis was
placed on the need to continue the
dialogue and promote bilateral political and economic cooperation
while respecting the territorial integrity of the North African kingdom.

Morocco annexed Western Sahara, a former Spanish territory, in
1975. Polisario Front separatists,
who had sought independence
from Spain, fought the Moroccan
Army until the United Nations brokered a ceasefire in 1991. Rabat has
proposed wide autonomy for Western Sahara but the Polisario Front
rejected the proposal and insisted
on the right of the Sahrawi people
to determine their own future.
UN-sponsored talks to resolve the
dispute between Morocco and the
Polisario have stalled.
Mounib, who led a delegation
of leftist politicians, said the visit
eased tense diplomatic ties between
Morocco and Sweden.
“The meeting between the Moroccan delegation and the Swedish officials was an opportunity to
make necessary clarifications on
the human and historical complexity of the issue and its evolution,”
Mounib wrote on Facebook after
meeting with Swedish officials.
“The government of Sweden has
no intention of recognising SADR
and harming Morocco’s economic
interests,” she noted, adding that
Swedish officials affirmed that
they would support UN efforts for
a peaceful political solution to the
dispute.
The diplomatic crisis erupted between Morocco and Sweden after
a draft law was submitted by the
Swedish Social Democratic Party in
parliament on the recognition of the
Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic.
Stockholm’s bid to recognise the
so-called SADR did not come as a
surprise. In December 2012, leftist
MPs pushed for a draft law calling
on the government to recognise the
SADR. However, it was rejected by
the government. Since the setback,
Polisario supporters have increased

Moroccans demonstrate in front of the Swedish Embassy in Rabat, on October 4th.
contacts with separatists and visited Tindouf refugee camps in Algeria.
The move prompted Rabat to consider a boycott of Swedish products
and companies. On October 4th,
more than 40,000 people gathered
in front of the Swedish Embassy
in Rabat to denounce Stockholm’s
“biased” position in favour of the
Polisario Front, calling for the boycott.
However, Swedish Prime Minister
Stefan Lofven, in an interview with

Swedish newspaper Expressen, denied that recognition of the SADR
was on the table.
Lofven’s statement supports Foreign Minister Margot Wallstrom’s
claim that Sweden does not intend,
for the time being, to recognise the
SADR.
Moroccan Communication Minister Mustapha el-Khalfi was reassuring about the issue during an October 19th news conference.
“There is a dialogue today at governmental level to address this is-

sue about which the Moroccan side
has introduced a number of data
and evidence which show that the
national cause is sacred to all Moroccans who consented all sacrifices
to defend it,” said Khalfi.
“The government will continue
the dialogue and inform the public
about any developments on the issue.”
Saad Guerraoui is a frequent
Arab Weekly contributor in
Morocco.

Algeria’s socio-economic pressures are daunting

View poi nt

Rachid
Tlemçani

A

lgeria is often
depicted as one of, if
not the, big exceptions in the “Arab
spring” revolts.
Although Algeria
gives the impression of having
succeeded to control social
unrest, the country faces the real
risk of chaos if proper reforms are
not introduced.
Abdelaziz Bouteflika rose to
prominence in 1999 at the end of a
decade of civil strife. This conflict
marked Algerians profoundly and
caused them deep-seated trauma
for years.
In the 2000s Algeria faced huge
social and economic challenges.
Unemployment exceeded 50% in
rural areas. Algeria was confronted
with a large trade deficit and serious debt crisis. The housing situation was very acute.
There were more favourable conditions after 2000. Thanks to much
higher energy prices, external debt
was eliminated overnight. Algeria
enjoyed fast-growing international
currency reserves, totalling $200
billion by 2012.
Those financial conditions allowed the government to spend
lavishly on social welfare. It put
into force ambitious infrastructure
programmes, such as building the
East-West Highway, the biggest
mosque in Africa and hydraulic
installations. About $800 billion
was spent during Bouteflika’s first
three terms.
It was crucial to buy social peace
and political stability. The office
discourse insisted that “the
wave of ‘Arab spring’ should

not reach Algeria” so public-sector
workers obtained important wage
increases and the government
injected $35 billion in micro-credits
to help young entrepreneurs. All
this money resulted in a speculative economy that fuelled inflation.
However, there was no attempt
to open political participation
for civil society and parties. As a
result, the energy sector still accounts for more than two-thirds
of government revenues and
nearly 98% of exports. Successive
governments have failed to break
the dependence on oil and gas.
Economic diversification has been
a mere slogan.
When energy prices suddenly
dropped, an oil shock hit Algeria, as
it did many countries that heavily
rely on energy windfalls.
The social issue is much more
problematic than thought. In 2010,
security forces were involved in
more than 10,000 “public incidents”. Riots, sits-in, marches,
roadblocks, strikes, self-immolation and illegal migration spread

across the country. Protests, individual and collective, occurred on a
daily basis.
Protests gathered new momentum when they took place in oil
and gas rich regions of the south.
This natural wealth did not translate into development projects to
improve living conditions of the
local population.
Unemployed young people demonstrated in the front of Ourgla’s
National Employment Agency.
College graduates, frustrated by the
lack of employment opportunities,
burned their diplomas.
Popular discontent rapidly
spread. Protests in the south took
on clear political overtones that
were missing in northern social
demonstrations. Protesters raised
the issue of shale gas and corruption scandals in the energy sector.
A huge demonstration took place
in the city of El-Oued on March 30,
2013, and on July 5, 2014, the 53rd
national independence celebration;
riots caused 13 deaths in Ghardaia
before the government managed to

About $800 billion was
spent during Bouteflika’s
first three terms.
A view of the centre of the Algerian capital, Algiers.

When
energy
prices
suddenly
dropped,
an oil
shock hit
Algeria, as
it did many
countries
that
heavily rely
on energy
windfalls.

put down the southern movement.
There has been a decline in
unemployment in the last decade,
when the rate averaged 11%. But
most jobs created are precarious
and temporary. They are in informal-sector activities, poorly paid
and offer no social benefits.
The young suffer more than
adults from the absence of economic opportunities. Unemployment among recent university
graduates is as high as 40% and
youth account for three-quarters of
unemployed Algerians.
Oil revenues will most likely
continue to decrease; the old oil
system is probably gone forever. All
these “petty jobs” will vanish, as
infrastructural projects have been
cancelled. The number of young
people attempting illegal immigration is increasing every month.
Today more than 70% of Algerians live in cities compared to 40%
in the early 1980s. People under
the age of 30 account for 70% of the
population. There are 1.2 million
college students. The creation of
new jobs does not exceed 200,000
per year.
The question of who might succeed ailing president Bouteflika is
raising serious concerns. Algeria
will have spent its foreign savings
by the end of his fourth term, in
2019.
Social grievances are, meanwhile, mounting. A new generation is challenging a political class
deriving its legitimacy from the
struggle against colonial rule. The
regime’s stability could also be
threatened by military generals
who are unhappy with the security
sector reform.
Without real political reform at
the top level, chaos is most likely
to occur in Algeria triggering wider
instability in the Maghreb.
Rachid Tlemçani teaches
international and comparative
politics in Algiers.
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Europe braces for new wave of refugees
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

W

ith the conflict in
Syria heating up
following
Russian
air strikes and a renewed push by government forces in Aleppo, Hama
and Idlib, Europe is bracing for a
new wave of refugees.
The refugees will be facing a perilous winter at a time when Europe’s
Schengen zone has tightened border controls, making it even more
difficult to reach Western Europe.
European leaders met in Brussels on October 25th and agreed to
a 17-point plan to deal with the flow
of refugees in Southern and Eastern
Europe, including strengthening
borders and providing greater services to migrants, with the aim of
slowing their movement through
the region.
The mini-summit, which included leaders of eight Central and
Eastern European countries, as well
as the prime ministers of Serbia and
Macedonia, also led to an agreement to provide 100,000 places in
reception centres along the route
from Greece towards Germany.

More migrants
continued to arrive
in Greece at a rate of
9,000 a day in a
recent week.
“We have made very clear that
the policy of simply waving people
through must be stopped,” European Commission President JeanClaude Juncker said.
“The immediate imperative is to
provide shelter. It cannot be that in
the Europe of 2015 people are left
to fend for themselves, sleeping in
fields.”
But analysts are unsure whether
the latest decisions represent a
long-term solution or are merely a
Band-Aid.

“The issue goes beyond moving
on the refugees from one European
country to the next. It must be dealt
with at the origin in Turkey. The
EU is moving to implement this approach through its most recent deal
with Turkey although it remains to
be seen how successful this will be,”
said Omar Ahmed, a researcher for
the Institute for Islamic Strategic Affairs Refugee programme.

There are increasing
fears that thousands
of refugees will die
during the European
winter.
The European Union agreed to
a $3.3 billion deal with Turkey in
October, with Ankara promising to
clamp down on the flow of migrants
to Europe in return for financial aid
and fast-track access to visas. It remains unclear just how successful
Turkey — the main launching point
for more than 600,000 migrants
into Europe in 2015 — will be in
stemming the flow of refugees.
Even as the European Union
agreed to house refugees headed to
Central and Western Europe, more
migrants continued to arrive in
Greece at a rate of 9,000 a day in a
recent week.
Under the deal reached in Brussels, Greece is to open centres that
can house 30,000 migrants by the
end of the year and the UN refugee
agency agreed to provide another
20,000 spaces.
“Recent events have shown that,
despite the new measures that certain EU member states have taken,
these are still insufficient to deal
with the scale of the continuous
flow of refugees into Europe,” said
Ahmed.
There are increasing fears that
thousands of refugees will die during the European winter, whether
they managed to make it into the
Schengen zone or not.
Refugees had sought to pass
through Greece, Macedonia and
Serbia into the Schengen zone via

Hungary but after Budapest increased border security, refugees
began utilising an alternate path via
Croatia and Slovenia.
“Refugees and economic migrants will always find a way to
get to where they want to go. Out
of desperation, anything becomes
possible,” Ahmed said.
“Every day counts. Otherwise we
will soon see families in cold rivers
in the Balkans perish miserably,”
Juncker warned.
Temperatures were predicted to
be below freezing in Central and
Eastern Europe amid fears that
those still on the road to Schengen
could freeze to death.
But even those who have passed
into the Schengen zone fear the
cold, as they wait in makeshift
camps to hear whether their asylum
applications have been accepted.
“We were freezing. We didn’t
sleep. We did exercises all night
long to keep warm,” said Syrian
refugee Fadi, 42, in comments published by the New York Times. He
was speaking from inside a refugee
camp in Austria.

The European Union
agreed to a $3.3
billion deal with
Turkey in October.
“I am scared. Everybody is
scared. We are worried they will
close the border but we are also
worried about winter. We must
get where we are going before the
snows fall,” Ali Lolo, 35, said. He has
been waiting, along with his family,
in a small encampment for refugees
in Croatia.
The situation is even worse for
those making their way to the
Schengen zone, with both sides racing against time.
“The fear of borders closing and
winter approaching is just making
for a rush, rush, rush,” said the UN
refugee agency regional spokeswoman Mette Petersen.
According to the International Organisation for Migration, more than

Migrants are on their way to cross the border between Austria and
Germany in Wegscheid near Passau, Germany, on October 28th.
650,000 migrants are estimated to
have entered Europe by sea in 2015,
with that figure expected to rise significantly by the end of the year.
Frontex, the European Union’s
border agency, said that at least

710,000 migrants had entered Europe during the first nine months
of the year. If the rate of migration
continues as is, more than 1 million
migrants will have entered Europe
in 2015.

The political stakes of migration

View poi nt

Rashmee
Roshan Lall

A

s temperatures drop
across Europe,
quickening the flow
of migrants from the
Middle East,
through Turkey, to
Greece, the Balkans and onward
north, the crisis is turning up the
heat on an unlikely new leader
across the Atlantic.
Justin Trudeau, Canada’s newly
elected prime minister, is under
pressure to stand by his Liberal
Party’s campaign pledges, not
least of which was a bold plan to
airlift 25,000 Syrian refugees by
year’s end in an operation that
would reprise the 1979 rescue
flights from Vietnam. Just days
after his resounding victory,
Trudeau assured that he was
“getting cracking on [this] right
away”.
Why is he getting involved?
Though 25,000 represents a small
fraction of the millions displaced
by Syria’s relentless civil war,
Trudeau’s intervention is very
significant. It is one of the few
positive responses by a Western
leader with executive authority.
The first came from German
Chancellor Angela Merkel but she
is increasingly under pressure

It is a risky business for a
Western leader to assume
the mantle of a modern-day
Moses and promise to lead
the refugees to safety.

from twin troubles — how to
accommodate the ceaseless
refugee influx while dealing with
an ugly backlash that has led to
attacks on migrant centres across
the country.
One of the truest indicators of
Germany’s rising disquiet over
the refugee issue may be insights
unintentionally provided by a
new film Er ist wider da (Look
Who’s Back). It nonsensically has
Hitler reappearing in Merkel’s
Germany and travelling around
the country meeting ordinary
people.
The actor who plays the Hitler
character meets with real people
on camera and some of the things
they say must surely worry
Merkel. When Hitler asks a
woman where the problems in
Germany are coming from, she
immediately points to the
foreigners arriving in droves.
Another man claims that immigrants from Africa are dragging
down Germany’s average IQ by
about 20%
This hostility towards migrants
gets even less amusing in Sweden, where a masked man with
reported far-right sympathies
killed a teacher and a student in a
sword attack at a school that hosts
many newly arrived refugees. To
the west of Germany, there is
some shock and a lot of awe at the
anti-immigration feelings
crystallized by Robert Menard,
who headed Reporters Without
Borders before winning the
mayoral election in the southern
French town of Beziers in 2014 on
a ticket loosely allied to the

far-right Front National.
Menard in September deliberately allowed himself to be filmed
telling Syrian squatters they were
not welcome in his town because
they were “stealing” water and
electricity. He claimed on TV that
he counted the first names of
nursery and primary school
children in Beziers and was able
to determine that 64.6% were
Muslim.
It is a criminal offence in France
to collect data on race or ethnicity
and French Interior Minister
Bernard Cazeneuve publicly
deplored Menard’s claim;
however, there was a vein of
admiration running
through the
townspeople’s
discourse on
their mayor’s
forthrightness.
This is
significant in

Canada’s
selfconfidence
on the
migrant
issue is
a shiny
hopeful
skein in
the dark
and fraying
European
tapestry
of fear and
woe.

Xenophobic tunes. Hannes Ostendorf of
the far-right band “Kategorie C” (Category
C) sings during a demonstration in Cologne,
Germany, on October 25th.

all sorts of ways. With a population of more than 71,000, Beziers
is by far the biggest of the 11
French towns run by a mayor
aligned with the Front National.
Beziers has been referred to as a
“laboratory of the far right” and
that Menard’s anti-immigration
experiments will become more
significant as the refugee surge
continues.
Clearly it is a risky business for
a Western leader to assume the
mantle of a modern-day Moses
and promise to lead the refugees
to safety. This is what makes
Trudeau’s reiterated pledge to fly
thousands to Canada puzzling
— except that there is a historical
difference between North
America and Europe in their
approach to migrants.
For Europe, they are always the
“other” and there is the deeply
rooted memory of the conflict
with Islam, including the Ottoman campaign to lay siege to
Vienna. In the United States and
Canada, the immigrant is part of
family folklore — the voyage
across the seas by grandfathers,
grandmothers, great-uncles and
aunts are stories that are remembered and retold.
Canada’s self-confidence on the
migrant issue is a shiny hopeful
skein in the dark and fraying
European tapestry of fear and
woe.
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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Lebanese ride the tide of Syrian migration
Omar Ibrahim

Tripoli, Lebanon

R

ami al-Omar had to pay
extra to reach Germany
with thousands of warweary Syrian migrants
flocking into Europe. A
Lebanese from Tripoli in northern
Lebanon, he first had to buy his
“pass” to political asylum in Europe — Syrian nationality.
Taking advantage of Germany’s
open-border policy for Syrian refugees fleeing death and destruction, many impoverished Lebanese
pose as Syrians to join the migrants
heading towards Europe.
Omar, 27, said he decided to leave
Lebanon after a fruitless monthslong attempt at finding employment.
“I sold my motorcycle and, with
the few savings I had, travelled to
Turkey from Beirut airport with 12
other young men from Tripoli. We
first secured Syrian identity papers
that cost us $500 each,” he said in a
telephone interview with The Arab
Weekly.
Omar was accompanied by 40
Lebanese compatriots who made
it from Turkey to Germany where
they sought asylum using falsified
Syrian identities. “The journey
cost me $3,500 and it was hectic
and fraught with great dangers,” he
said. “I don’t advise anyone to try
it.”

While Lebanese
prefer to travel to
Turkey by air,
Syrians and
Palestinians use the
port of Tripoli.
While Lebanese prefer to travel
to Turkey by air, Syrians and Palestinians from the refugee camp
of Yarmouk near Damascus use the
port of Tripoli as their departure
point on the journey.

Every day, hundreds of Syrians
who have valid travel documents
board ships bound for Turkey. The
unlucky paperless take their chances on illegal boats that sail from
beaches near the city, risking being caught by police or cheated by
smugglers.
“Between two to three ships
bound to Turkey leave Tripoli on
a daily basis, with more than 1,000
passengers on board. The majority
are Syrians who don’t come back,”
said port director Ahmad Tamer.

“The journey cost
me $3,500 and it was
hectic and fraught
with great dangers.”
“Also a good number of Lebanese people are travelling on these
ships but we do not know if they
are going there for tourism or
something else. What we know is
that the port has become the main
point of departure to Turkey.”
An estimated 53,000 passengers,
90% of whom are Syrian, used the
port of Tripoli in 2014, compared
to more than 100,000 so far in
2015, Tamer said. “We expect the
number of departures to diminish
as winter weather conditions settle
in,” he added.
According to Lebanese security
sources, as many as 6,000 Lebanese, half of whom are from the
impoverished quarters of Tripoli,
travelled to Turkey through the
airport or the city’s port. The majority did not return and are believed to have continued the journey to Greece and other locations
on smugglers’ boats.
“The Syrian refugee crisis in
Lebanon and the mass exodus
of refugees to Europe via Turkey
and Greece stirred the appetite of
many Lebanese wishing to leave
the country, taking advantage of
asylum facilities offered by some
European countries,” said one security source, who requested anonymity. “Moreover, it is very easy
to secure falsified Syrian travel

Funeral of the Safwan family, that drowned on a boat carrying them from Turkey to Greece, in
Beirut’s southern suburb of Ouzai, on October 22nd.
documents at a cost of $500 to
$1,500.”
The death of a Lebanese family
on a migrant boat that capsized recently in the Aegean Sea caused a
national uproar, bringing back into
the spotlight illegal migration from
Lebanon, which was common at
the height of the country’s civil
war in the 1980s. The trend receded with the end of the war in 1990,
as European countries gradually
denied Lebanese asylum for humanitarian reasons.
Nine members of the Safwan family, who lived in the slums of Ouzai,
at the southern edge of Beirut, are
believed to have died at sea while
trying to reach Greece from Turkey.

Seven bodies were repatriated;
two are missing and three survived. They were the first Lebanese “migrant casualties”.
“They had left less than a month
ago looking for a better life and
safer future. Unfortunately, they
drowned with their wives and
children. It is a real catastrophe
that befell on our family and our
nation, which is deserted daily
by tens of youth who have no
idea what their future is hiding,”
said family member Youssef
Safwan.
Khaled Yassine, a 33-year-old
from Tripoli who asked to be
identified by that name, decided
to play it safe at the last minute.

“Four months ago I decided not to
resort to smugglers for my passage
to Europe, after my brother and
cousins had spent a whole month
on the road to reach Germany and
were cheated by smugglers, costing them $5,000 each.”
Instead, Yassine married a Syrian girl who migrated to Germany
with her family and is now waiting
to join her under family reunion
regulations.
“Matters are progressing well
but if there are obstructions, I will
have to make the journey like my
brother did.”
Omar Ibrahim is a reporter based
in northern Lebanon.

Iraqis undeterred by death of migrants
Nermeen Mufti

Baghdad

I

raqis were incensed by TV
footage showing the corpses
of six countrymen who fled
war’s miseries, taking a perilous trip to arrive safely in
Europe only to die and have their
organs pillaged. Their bodies were
found in a locked refrigerated
trailer in Austria.
The images, however, weren’t
graphic enough to deter other Iraqis from planning the trip, braving
rough seas on rickety fishing boats
off Turkey’s Black Sea to Bulgaria.
The refugees cross forests to Romania on foot, followed by a van
ride to Hungary, then on to Austria, escorted by smugglers.
“With the ongoing war and
violence, we have no chance to
live an ordinary life in Iraq,” said
physician Ahmed Mustafa, in his
mid-20s in an interview last week.
“According to the international human rights charter, we’re entitled
for some normalcy, to live an ordinary life, to achieve our dreams
and aspirations.”
“Here, we can’t do that,” grumbled the physician, who said he
plans to make the same trip to
Germany.
“No matter what, I’m going to
Europe to start a new life there,”
he said.
The bodies of the six Iraqis were
found August 27th in a trailer left
in an open lot in Burgenland, an
Austrian state bordering Hungary.
They are believed to be among 30
Iraqis reported missing by their

Iraqi men stand next to ambulances carrying the bodies of
migrants, who died in Austria.
families in Iraq, who say they lost
contact with them last summer.
Austrian police announced that
71 bodies of refugees were found
in the trailer and that they needed
time to verify identities through
DNA tests and other means. Austrian media reported that the
victims were Iraqi and Syrian migrants and included women and
children.
The initial investigation indicated that smugglers sold the refugees to mafias trading in human
organs, Austrian authorities said.
It was not immediately clear if the
abductors killed them or left them
to suffocate in the refrigerated
trailer. The bodies of six Iraqis
were returned to Iraq on October
10th in sealed caskets.

Journalist Omer Hilali said his
deceased friend Mohammed Ihsan, 25, “left Iraq to Europe just
one day after he got engaged”.

“What is there to
lose? Death is after
us no matter where
we are — in Iraq or if
we ventured out.”
“Now, his body is back but not
complete because some of his organs had been plundered,” Hilali
said. He spoke after Ihsan’s coffin
reached the family residence in
Kirkuk, in northern Iraq.
Hilali said Ihsan “escaped the
dystopia in Iraq, yet he was sold
by human traffickers to the dealers

of the human organs on the day he
arrived in Europe by sea from Turkey”.
Ali Ihsan, a cousin of the deceased, said European mafias after
human organs escorted his cousin
to an isolated house between Austria and Hungary, where he was
drugged, his organs robbed and his
body disposed of along with the
others found in the trailer. He cited
Iraqi police accounts as the source
of his information.
Days before his death, Mohammed Ihsan telephoned his cousin,
urging him not to follow as both
had planned. “’This is the road to
death. Do not come,’ he told me,”
Ali Ihsan said.
“He, however, insisted in the
call that ‘I’d rather die than return
home.’”
Several thousand Iraqi and Syrian migrants reached Germany,
which has been a popular destination for the refugees who see its
leader, Angela Merkel, as compassionate for adopting a policy that
allowed them into the country.
The route through Turkey, Bulgaria, Romania and Hungary ends
in Austria, where some continue
by train to Germany.
The journey is publicised on
social media. On Facebook, there
are groups specialising in providing assistance to refugees by tipping them on the route, difficulties
along the way, unfriendly neighbourhoods they should avoid and
people they can contact in case of
emergency.
The groups are primarily Iraqi
and Syrian volunteers who made it
to Germany, Austria and elsewhere
in Europe.

Separately another five caskets
from Austria arrived in Baghdad.
They belonged to Iraqis identified
as Ali Ismael, a 25-year-old engineer, his sisters Zaineb and Zina, a
brother-in-law and a friend.
Ismael’s mother and female relatives waved goodbye as the coffins
were driven to a cemetery.
The mother, who identified herself as Um Ali, said human traffickers were luring Arab youngsters to
Europe “promising to help transport them between countries in
return for $2,000”.
“Our young men are being
tricked and they will face the same
destiny as my son,” she said.
Ismael’s younger brother, who
declined to be identified, said the
family lost contact with him a day
before the bodies were found in
Austria. “A month later, somebody
called us from overseas saying my
brother and two sisters were found
dead,” he said.
Mustafa, the young Iraqi physician who plans to escape to Germany, said he connected with
smugglers in Europe on the internet.
“They promised to help me get
through but advised me to wait until the spring because the trip in the
sea is dangerous with high waves,
wind and rain during wintertime,”
he said.
“My mind is set on this plan,”
he insisted. “What is there to lose?
Death is after us no matter where
we are — in Iraq or if we ventured
out.”
Nermeen Mufti, based in
Baghdad, has been covering Iraqi
affairs for three decades.

14

October 30, 2015

Egypt

News & Analysis

Egypt’s interests and options in Libya
Wolfgang Pusztai

Vienna

E

gypt has significant strategic interests linked to its
western neighbour Libya.
The stability of the Cyrenaica and the prevention
of a terrorist threat from the region
is a vital security interest. Important
economic interests originate mainly
from about 2 million migrant workers in Libya before the revolution
(now down to about 750,000), the
investments of Egyptian companies
and the dire need for cheap energy.
Value-related interests, which
support the interests of the other
two categories, include the establishment of a secular state in Libya
and the limitation of the influence
of all kinds of Islamists in Libyan
politics.

For Egypt, the
outcome from all
these developments
is a continued
security threat.
The situation in Egypt is characterised by a deep rift between
secularists and Islamists, a difficult
economic situation and dozens of
terrorist attacks with more than 300
non-militants killed in 2015.
Libya is used by several terrorist
groups as a training ground, logistic
base and staging area for attacks. Air
strikes by the Egyptian Air Force in
February, after 21 Coptic Egyptians
were beheaded by the Islamic State
(ISIS) in Sirte, did some damage but
did not reduce the capabilities of the
terrorists for long.
Expected developments in Libya
are dire. A political stalemate can be
expected, even if the UN-brokered
Skhirat agreement, in the current
form, would be accepted by the internationally recognised House of
Representatives (HoR) and its rival
parliament in Tripoli, the General
National Congress (GNC).
The HoR’s anti-Islamist Operation
Dignity, which is led by the polarising General Khalifa Haftar, is not
able to defeat the Islamists in Benghazi, let alone in Derna. The situa-

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi looks at a map during a meeting with pilots and crews specialists of the Egyptian Air Force near
the border between Egypt and Libya, last February.
tion will get even more difficult as
the next ISIS move will probably be
an offensive towards oil facilities in
eastern Sirte.
For Egypt, the outcome from all
these developments is a continued
security threat, probably even at
an increasing level. Consequently,
Egypt’s strategic objective with
regard to Libya is (probably) “to
prevent a radical Islamist state on
its western border and to deny the
terrorists the use of Libya as a safe
haven”.
There are several options to
achieve this strategic objective.
An immediate objective to “prevent the defeat of the anti-Islamist
coalition in the Cyrenaica” could be
served by a continued limited military support. This is not necessarily
tied to the HoR or Haftar.

Significantly enhanced direct support could enable the anti-Islamist
coalition to win the war in the Cyrenaica. But a precondition for such
an immediate objective is lifting the
UN-arms embargo on Libya to allow
Egypt to provide weapons, ammunition and major military equipment
(e.g. tanks, artillery, helicopters,
fighter jets and naval units such as
patrol boats). Furthermore, existing
training programmes could be significantly expanded.
In the case the anti-Islamist coalition in the Cyrenaica is not able to
bring the situation sufficiently under control with the help of those
support measures, a direct Egyptian
military intervention could become
necessary as a last resort option.
This would probably include
air strikes in support of Operation

Dignity but could also encompass
a maritime blockade of Benghazi
and Derna, special forces raids and
eventually the establishment of a
“ground safety zone” on the Libyan
side of the border to prevent the intrusions of terrorists into Egypt and
to free Libyan forces for the fight
against the Islamists.
A containment strategy that
would end military support to the
anti-Islamist coalition, concentrate
on sealing off the borders and rely
on the negotiation process is, in
fact, no option for Egypt. Operation
Dignity would most probably lose
the war within months, long before
any political agreement serving the
Egyptian interests could be reached.
There are probably two criteria for
Egypt to step up its involvement in
Libya:

.

The Cyrenaica gets out of control
and Operation Dignity/the HoR (or a
successor) are about to be defeated.
The intensity and number of terrorist attacks in particular in the Nile
Delta and on the Suez Canal increase
significantly due to the support
from Libya.
If the Islamic State in Libya is allowed to foster its position, boost
its ranks with foreign fighters (such
as the ongoing augmentation from
Boko Haram) and to expand its territory, the first of these criteria could
be fulfilled soon.

.

Wolfgang Pusztai is a security
and policy analyst who has
written extensively about
developments in North Africa, in
particular Libya and Tunisia. He
lives in Austria.

Egypt’s UN Security Council seat is a mixed blessing
Gregory Aftandilian

Washington

E

gypt’s election to a nonpermanent seat on the
UN Security Council is
being touted by Cairo as
a reflection of its regional
and global status. Although the
seat will be a boon to Egypt’s prestige, it is likely to complicate Cairo’s
relations with other Arab states because of differences over the Syrian
crisis and Russia’s role in that country.

The adage “be
careful for what you
wish for” may
indeed be applicable
in Egypt’s return to
the Security
Council.
For the fifth time since the United
Nations’ founding in 1945, Egypt,
as of January 1st, will be back on
the Security Council for a two-year
term. The Egyptian presidential office issued a statement after the
vote stating that its ascension to
the council “reflects the confidence
that the international community
has placed in Egypt’s ability to effectively contribute to the international decision-making process”
and a recognition of Egypt’s “influential role in promoting peace and

stability, both regionally and internationally”.
The statement mentioned that
Egypt would use the position to
support efforts to “combat international terrorism and extremism
and to settle regional issues in line
with international law, namely the
Palestinian issue and the crises in
Libya, Syria and Yemen”.
Egyptian Foreign Minister Sameh
Shoukry, speaking October 20th at
a conference in Greece, said President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi’s “initiative to correct religious discourse”
would be an important aspect of
the fight against extremism.
The Syrian crisis, however, is
likely to dominate Security Council matters, complicating Cairo’s
relations with other Arab states
because, as a leading Arab country,
Egypt is expected to not only reflect
its own views in the Security Council but to speak for the Arab world
as a whole.
This is where matters can become problematic. Egypt does not
see eye-to-eye with the Saudis and
some other Arab countries in regards to Syria. Cairo says the Syrian
opposition forces are dominated by
extremists and that a collapse of
the Assad regime would be a disaster, not only for Syria but for the
entire region.
While it is supportive of a political transition for Syria, Cairo says
Syrian President Bashar Assad
should be part of the process, putting it at odds with Saudi Arabia,
which demands Assad’s depar-

ture. The Saudis have been Egypt’s
chief financial benefactors since
the ouster of Muhammad Morsi as
president in 2013.
Egypt also appears to disagree
with Saudi Arabia’s and Qatar’s
arming Syrian rebels because it
fears such weapons falling into the
hands of extremists.
Further complicating matters is
Egypt’s support for Russia’s role in
Syria, which is opposed by many
Arab states. On October 3rd, Shoukry said, “Russia’s entrance [into
Syria], given its potential and capabilities, is… going to have an effect
on limiting terrorism in Syria and
eradicating it.”

Egypt’s support for Russia’s role
in Syria is in part a reflection of the
countries’ growing bilateral ties. In
June, Egypt and Russia conducted
joint naval exercises and Sisi has
visited Russia twice in the past two
years.
But perhaps more importantly,
Egypt’s ties with Russia reflect their
joint concern about their nationals going to Syria to join extremist
groups such as the Islamic State
(ISIS) and then returning home.
Media reports indicate there are
several thousand Chechens and
other Russian citizens fighting with
ISIS.
And there are probably hundreds

Diplomatic headache. Egyptian Foreign Minister Sameh Shoukry
speaks during a United Nations Security Council meeting, last
February.

of Egyptians fighting in Syria as
well, some of whom have returned
to shore up the capabilities of the
Sinai Province terrorist group,
which is affiliated with ISIS. In addition, Egypt sees instability in
neighbouring Libya being fuelled
by ISIS-affiliated groups that have
established themselves there after
having fought in Syria.
When Egypt takes its seat in the
Security Council, it will have to
balance its support for Russia’s intervention in Syria with the Arab
world’s opposition to it. Both Russia
and the Arab states will likely scrutinise Egypt’s votes and speeches
on the Syrian conflict. Supporting
one side will likely incur the wrath
of the other.
With the Israeli-Palestinian situation heating up, raising the spectre
of a third intifada, Arab states will
likely press Egypt to issue strong
condemnations of Israel. This could
also put Egypt in a difficult position,
as Egyptian-Israeli relations are especially close in the security sphere
these days because both countries
share an antipathy towards Hamas
as well as extremist groups in the
Sinai peninsula.
Thus the adage “be careful for
what you wish for” may indeed be
applicable in Egypt’s return to the
Security Council.
Gregory Aftandilian is an associate
of the Middle East Center at the
University of MassachusettsLowell and is a former US State
Department Middle East analyst.
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Turkey under
Erdogan:
A chronology
Turks have been called to vote in a snap election on November 1st following an inconclusive poll in June. Here is a timeline
of key events in the country since the ruling Islamic-rooted Justice and Development Party (AKP) came to power in 2002:

2002

The AKP scores its first electoral victory in
November after years of political instability and
an unprecedented financial crisis. The victory
sets off alarms in the secular establishment. Its
leader, Recep Tayyip Erdogan, becomes prime
minister the following year.

2004

The AKP launches a vast range of democratic reforms, such as allowing Kurdish language
broadcasts on public television. Turkey begins
accession talks with the European Union in October 2005.

2007

In the spring, a political crisis erupts after the
AKP names Abdullah Gul as its candidate for president. The army cites concerns over secularism,
triggering early elections.
The AKP wins the July vote. Erdogan remains
prime minister and, a month later, parliament
elects Gul as president. The government progressively brings the army to heel.

2008

The AKP initiates a constitutional amendment
to lift the ban on the Islamic headscarf at universities but it is annulled by the constitutional
court. The AKP narrowly escapes a dissolution
by court order for anti-secular activities and the
headscarf ban is progressively eased from 2010.

2011

In June, the AKP wins its third consecutive
election. Erdogan begins a third term as prime
minister, the last mandate according to AKP
rules.

2012

In June, Syria shoots down a Turkish fighter jet. Other incidents follow. Ankara broke off
relations with Damascus after the start of the
conflict in March 2011, supporting the rebels and
admitting Syrian refugees, numbering almost 2
million in 2015.

2013

In March, the leader of the outlawed Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), Abdullah Ocalan,
announces a ceasefire after secret negotiations
with Ankara.
In May, demonstrators rally against government plans to redevelop a park near Istanbul’s
Taksim Square. This quickly grows into wider
nationwide demonstrations against Erdogan
throughout June, leaving eight dead and thousands injured after a brutal police crackdown.
In November, a feud emerges between Erdogan
and exiled influential US-based Muslim cleric
Fethullah Gulen.
In December, the government becomes engulfed in a corruption scandal with the arrests of
key Erdogan allies.

Unlikely to restore stability. Early Turkish voters cast ballots abroad.

Rerun of Turkish poll
unlikely to restore stability
Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

A

fter a campaign marked
by violence and sharp
divisions, Turkey goes
to the polls for the second time this year in an
election that is unlikely to bring
political stability.
Following months of deadly
clashes in the Kurdish region and
the worst terrorist attack in Turkey’s history, in which more than
100 people were killed in Ankara
on October 10th, the pre-election
atmosphere is subdued. A rally by
the Justice and Development Party
(AKP) of President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan in Istanbul on October
25th drew fewer people than previous similar events.
“There is a sense of fear and political crisis,” said a government official who asked not to be named.
Turks are to cast their ballots
on November 1st in a rerun of a
June parliamentary election that
produced no majority for a single
group. The AKP lost its majority in
the house for the first time since it
rose to power almost 13 years ago.

A Gezici poll found
that two out of three
Turks live in fear of
the president.
Now the AKP is hoping it can
regain control of parliament and
capture enough seats to push
through constitutional changes to
introduce an executive presidency, Erdogan’s long-term strategic
aim. Most polls, however, predict
that new election will result in another hung parliament. Erdogan,
de facto leader of the AKP, has the
power to order another election if
no government can be formed.
Surveys conducted in mid-October suggested that the AKP will remain the strongest party with 4142% of the vote, followed by the
secularist Republican People’s Party (CHP) at 27-28%, the right-wing
Nationalist Movement Party (MHP)
with 15% and the pro-Kurdish Peo-

ples’ Democratic Party (HDP) at
12-13%. Such a result might not be
enough for the AKP to win an outright majority of seats.
“All options are on the table,” the
government official said. “There
will be either a coalition or a slim
AKP majority.”
More political mayhem could
be ahead, observers say. “Let’s
say the AKP will gain a majority
by a whisker; can we expect four
years of stability with that?” asked
Fehmi Koru, a columnist with the
Haberturk newspaper. In case the
AKP fails to win back its majority
in the house and has to form a coalition, it is questionable whether
such an alliance would be stable
enough, he added. “Or will there
be another election?”
The government official ruled
out yet another rerun, saying,
“people are tired of elections”.
Turkey has seen local elections,
presidential elections and now
two parliamentary elections since
spring 2014.
Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet
Davutoglu, the official AKP leader,
says he is confident his party will
be able to increase its share of the
vote from the 41% it gained in
June.
“There is an upward trend in our
votes,” he said recently. However,
a transcript of a meeting of highranking AKP officials, quoted by
Nokta magazine, suggested that
party leaders are concerned about
a drop in popular appeal for the
AKP, which has ruled Turkey since
2002.
A survey by the Gezici Research
and Polling Company indicated
that a majority of voters say Erdogan is to blame for failed efforts
to put together a coalition after the
June election. News reports and
opposition leaders have said Erdogan pushed for the November
1st poll because he was convinced
the AKP could do better.
The run-up to the new election
has been overshadowed by violence. Fighting between the military and rebels of the Kurdistan
Workers’ Party (PKK) has killed
several hundred people since July.
A twin suicide attack in Ankara on
a rally of parties and groups critical

of the government on October 10th
took more than 100 lives.
Following the attack, the HDP,
one of the parties that organised
the demonstration, cancelled its
election rallies. The AKP, however,
pushed on with mass assemblies.
“We are not abandoning market
squares,” Davutoglu told a recent
AKP meeting in the north-western
city of Bursa.

Most polls,
however, predict
that new election
will result in another
hung parliament.
HDP leader Selahattin Demirtas
accused the government of playing a role in the attack that investigators say was carried out by supporters of the Islamic State (ISIS).
In an effort to put pressure on the
HDP before the vote, Erdogan suggested that the PKK, in cooperation with Syrian Kurds and ISIS, orchestrated the attack under orders
of the Syrian intelligence service.
Critics say that theory is absurd,
given that the Kurds and ISIS are
sworn enemies.
Divisions in Turkish society are
deepening as positions of both
friends and foes of the AKP are
becoming more entrenched while
perceived efforts by the government to stifle dissent are seen to be
increasing before the election.
Digiturk, the country’s biggest
satellite television platform, threw
out several stations that have been
critical of the AKP. Courts blocked
the publication of more transcripts
of internal AKP meetings by Nokta.
A 14-year-old was arrested for allegedly insulting Erdogan. A Gezici poll found that two out of three
Turks live in fear of the president.
With rumours about alleged
preparations by the AKP to rig the
vote spreading, a non-governmental organisation called Vote and
Beyond has attracted 50,000 volunteers to watch polling stations
and vote counting to prevent manipulation. Media close to the government have accused Vote and
Beyond of being anti-AKP.

2014

2015

Turkish authorities arrest thousands of police
and prosecutors believed to be linked to Gulen
and place curbs on the judiciary and the Internet.
The AKP wins local elections in March.
In May, a mine disaster claims 301 lives, sparking anti-government protests that are violently
repressed.
In August, Erdogan wins the presidential election — the first popular vote for the post — with
52% of the vote.
The AKP wins most votes in a June 7th election
but loses its parliamentary majority, ending almost 13 years of single party rule.
In July, several dozen people are killed in an attack in a mainly Kurdish town on the Syrian border. Turkey launches air strikes on Islamic State
(ISIS) targets in Syria and PKK militants in northern Iraq. Violence reignites between Kurdish
rebels and Turkish security forces. Turkey joins
the US-led coalition fighting ISIS the following
month.
In August, Erdogan schedules fresh elections
for November 1st to break weeks of political stalemate.
Twin suicide bomb blasts in Ankara on October
10th kill 102 people at pro-Kurdish opposition
peace rally.

(Agence France-Presse)
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Iran’s artists face harsh crackdown
Gareth Smyth

London

T

he recent sentencing of
Iranian filmmaker Keywan Karimi to six years
in prison and 223 lashes
reflects a determination
by the Islamic Republic’s judiciary
not to allow liberalisation in the
wake of its nuclear agreement with
world powers.
Waiting for his appeal to be
heard, Karimi told the Times of
India that his movie Writing on
the City, which is based on graffiti
and wall paintings going back 100
years, had included archive photos
“the government hates… [including] the green revolution six years
ago”, a reference to protests after
Iran’s disputed 2009 presidential
election.
Narges Mohammadi, a leading
human rights campaigner, has
been “chained to a bed and denied
proper medical care” after a nervous seizure, said Hadi Ghaemi, executive director of the International Campaign for Human Rights in
Iran. Mohammadi, vice-president
of the Defenders of Human Rights
Centre, headed by Nobel Peace
Prize laureate Shirin Ebadi, was
most recently arrested in May.

Poets Fatemeh
Ekhtesari and Mehdi
Mousavi, were
sentenced to 11-1/2
and nine years in
prison, respectively,
as well as 99 lashes.
Earlier in October, poets Fatemeh Ekhtesari and Mehdi Mousavi,
were sentenced to 11-1/2 and nine
years in prison, respectively, as
well as 99 lashes each for “insulting sanctities”, the same charge
made against Karimi.
In June, a court sentenced cartoonist Atena Farghadani a 12-year,

9-month prison sentence partly for
portraying parliamentary deputies
as monkeys, cows and other animals in a cartoon satirising a draft
law restricting contraception and
criminalising sterilisation.
Iran also in 2015 has detained
about 40 journalists, including
Washington Post reporter Jason
Rezaian, who has been imprisoned
for more than 14 months and was
apparently recently convicted on
charges that include spying.
On October 16th, addressing his
ninth report on Iranian human
rights ahead of its publication,
Ahmed Shaheed, the UN special
rapporteur on human rights in
Iran, highlighted “very worrying
signs that things aren’t improving
and are actually getting worse in
some aspects”.
He cited executions at the highest rate for nearly 30 years — 800
so far in 2015 after 700 in 2014
— and increased “discrimination
against women”, including draft
legislation that would give priority
to men in employment.
Shaheed, who met Iranian officials for the first time in September, floated the idea that the landmark July 14th nuclear agreement
could set a precedent for talks over
human rights. He has argued that
lifting sanctions as a consequence
of the nuclear deal would have a
positive effect on human rights by
alleviating shortages of medicines
and other essential items.
Iranian President Hassan Rohani
has taken a low-key stance over
civil liberties since his election in
2013, with his government concentrating on the nuclear talks with
the United States and five other
global powers and attempts to improve Iran’s poor economic management.
In 2014, Rohani tweeted support
for six young Iranians arrested after they featured in a video clip
posted to YouTube dancing to the
Pharrell Williams’s song Happy.
On that occasion the president’s
intervention may have helped the
youngsters receive suspended sen-

Iranian poets Fatemeh Ekhtesari (L), and Mehdi Mousavi pose in an unknown place in Iran.
tences — six months in jail and 91
lashes — but on the whole, Rohani
has avoided clashing with the judiciary, which is headed by Sadegh
Larijani, a well-connected operator in Iranian politics.
While fundamentalists’ suspicions of the United States have
eased since a wave of arrests of
dual nationals in 2007, many senior clerics regard Western cultural
influence a danger and potential
source of moral decay.
The continuing “martyrdom” of
Revolutionary Guards fighting in
Syria and Iraq is also reinforcing
the fundamentalists’ narrative that
the United States is orchestrating

hostile forces surrounding Iran.
Shortly after the nuclear agreement was signed in Vienna, Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah
Ali Khamenei explicitly warned
against “exploitation” of the deal
in a clear message to reformists not
to take from it encouragement to
demand political or social changes.
The leaders of the green movement, Mir Hossein Mousavi and
Mehdi Karrubi, remain under
house arrest while their supporters
and many others from the wider
reformist movement are likely to
be barred by the watchdog Guardian Council from the February 2016
parliamentary election.

Khamenei has also ruled out
talks on resuming formal diplomatic relations with Washington,
broken off following the 1979 Islamic revolution. He has reiterated Iran’s continuing resistance
to the United States and his country’s commitment to support its
“friends in the region, including
the oppressed nations of Palestine,
Yemen, Syria, Iraq, Bahrain and
Lebanon”.
Gareth Smyth has covered
Middle Eastern affairs for 20 years
and was chief correspondent for
the Financial Times in Iran from
2003-07.

Crucial role of Basij in Iran power play
Gareth Smyth

London

A

Iranian members of the Basij
militia take part in a training
during a two-day exercise
in the capital Tehran, on
September 3, 2015.

yatollah Ali Khamenei
is rallying close supporters amid a heated
debate over Iran’s nuclear agreement with
world powers. While Iran’s supreme leader is keen to keep a balance between pragmatists, including President Hassan Rohani, and
hard-line opponents of the deal, he
also wants to ensure his social base
understands his position.
Saeid Golkar, lecturer at Northwestern University in the United
States, said Khamenei has always
grasped not just the enormity of an
agreement with the United States
but the importance of justifying
it. After the publication of a photograph in Vienna in which Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad
Javad Zarif walked along the river
with US Secretary of State John
Kerry, “many hardliners on social
media asked: ‘What happened? We
always said we were revolutionaries, not diplomats’,” Golkar said.
In rallying followers, often
called “Hezbollahis”, Khamenei
has a new weekly bulletin, Katte-e
Hezbollah (The Line of Hezbollah),
available on his website and explaining his views, including about
the nuclear talks “This is printed
and distributed proudly among
the Basij bases,” said Golkar. “The
leader doesn’t want to lose his core
support.”
Golkar has written the first book,
at least in English, that focuses on
the Basij, the state-financed na-

tional militia whose full name is
Organisation for the Mobilisation
of the Oppressed. Golkar analysed
its structure and functions, drawing on research done in Iran, especially while teaching at Tehran
University after 2004 when he
interviewed and surveyed Basij
members and read articles in Basij
journals. He also drew on knowledge of his extended family in the
Basij.
Golkar’s argument — reflected
in the book’s title, Captive Society: The Basij Militia and Social
Control in Iran — is that the Basij,
little known outside Iran, is more
effective than generally realised.
While rejecting official claims that
the Basij has 22 million members,
he argues it has at least 4 million
and perhaps more than 5 million.
He cites reports that 33% of students and 65% of state employees
are members. He says the Basij has
50,000 bases and offices.

33%

of students and 65%
of state employees
are members. The
Basij has 50,000
bases and offices.
The book portrays a pyramid
with four levels of membership.
Three million are “regular” Basij,
with above them 1 million-2 million “active” members and then
“cadre” and “special” Basij, who
together number 200,000. The
Basij is organised not just by

neighbourhoods, but as students,
professors, members of guilds,
even of tribes. It carries out surveillance, supervises public behaviour, runs businesses and
relays propaganda. In 2009, it
helped curb street protests after
the disputed presidential election.
Only cadre and special members
are paid, although others receive
benefits such as cash bonuses,
loans and discounts on travel to
holy cities. Young women from
poorer backgrounds may join, Golkar argues, because the Basij can
help them find a job or a husband.
In theory, 40% of university places
go to members.
The setting up of the Basij in
1980 was improvised, as Ayatollah
Ruhollah Khomeini, the Islamic
Republic’s first leader, called for
“20 million riflemen” to defend
the revolution. According to Golkar, the Basij drew on several
models, including the shah’s party, the Rastakhiz, communist societies and even the Ba’ath Party of
Iraq, where Khomeini spent years
in exile.
Since then, the Basij has changed
in structure and name — it was
originally Basij-e Melli (National
Mobilisation). It has become part
of Iran’s military, subordinate to
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards
Corps (IRGC), with special and
cadre members receiving military
training.
But the Basij also links directly
to the leader’s office. Hence Brigadier-General Mohammad Reza
Naqdi, its chief, was appointed in
2009 by Khamenei at the suggestion of Major-General Mohammad
Ali Jafari, the IRGC commander.

Since completing Captive Society, Golkar has been researching
the relationship between politicised clergy and soldiers in today’s
Iran. “We can’t say the Islamic Republic is a clerical establishment,
neither can we say it’s a security
or military regime,” he told The
Arab Weekly. “It’s a combination
of both.”
He said a core group of clerics,
loyal to the leader, is becoming
more important. “They wear clerical clothes and have spent some
years in the seminary but they’re
working in the security and military, including the IRGC,” he said.
Golkar says there are 4,0005,000 such clergy, with 2,000 in
the IRGC. “They work mainly for
the military’s Ideological-Political
Directorate or for its counterintelligence. Their job could be
compared to a communist political commissar. They’re influential
and not just in ‘political education’: if you want to be promoted
in the military or security, you
should be approved by the ideological-political directorate, and
by counter-intelligence, both of
which include these clerics.”
And like the Basij leaders, they
answer ultimately to Khamenei.
“These counter-intelligence organisations and ideological-political directorates — in the IRGC,
the army, police, the Basij — are all
connected to the office of the supreme leader,” Golkar said.
Saeid Golkar, Captive Society:
The Basij Militia and Social Control
in Iran, Woodrow Wilson Center
Press/Columbia University Press,
2015.
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What does Canada’s new
Liberal government mean
to the Middle East?
Abdulrahman al-Masri

Ottawa

C

anada’s Liberal Party will
return to lead the country
after winning the October 19th federal elections,
ending the nine-year reign
of Conservatives. The Liberals won a
surprise majority, taking 184 seats in
the House of Commons out of 338.
Justin Trudeau, the son of the
charismatic former prime minister
Pierre Trudeau, is to be sworn in
as Canada’s new prime minister on
November 4th. Trudeau carried his
party to a historic victory by promoting what he called “positive politics”, declaring Canada’s shift from
conservatism to liberalism.
This move signals a new era of the
nation’s foreign policy, specifically
towards the Middle East and the
Arab world. During the campaign,
the Liberals promised to change
Canada’s foreign policy and international presence. Now that they have
gained the leadership, the Liberals
will need to focus on implementing promises made during the campaigns.
When the image of the 3-year-old
Syrian boy who died in the Mediterranean horrified the world, the
Canadian public called on the government to respond. During the
campaign, the Liberals promised to
transport 25,000 Syrian refugees to
Canada by the end of 2015, if elected to power. Trudeau assured the

country that he planned to deliver
on his promise.
“That’s something we’re getting
cracking on right away,” Trudeau
answered when asked October 24th
about the refugee commitment in an
interview with CTV. “I know this is a
surprise to certain people within the
political universe but the commitments I made in that platform, I’m
going to keep.”
“It’s a good thing that the new
government hasn’t forgotten about
this promise,” said Aditya Rao, a law
school student and organiser of Ottawa’s Refugees Welcome, an activist group that has rallied in Canada’s
capital to raise awareness and pressure the government to bring in
refugees.

During the
campaign, the
Liberals promised to
change Canada’s
foreign policy and
international
presence.
“The challenge will be actually making it happen,” he added.
“They’ve been elected on that mandate.” Critics, however, are sceptical
of whether Trudeau’s fulfilling the
pledge for Syrian refugees is feasible. Under the Conservative Party,
Canada took in 2,300 Syrians over
three years as of September, despite
a commitment to accept 10,000.
While he was a member of parlia-

ment, Trudeau demanded that the
Conservatives expedite the processing of Syrian refugees.
Trudeau’s plans for refugee resettlement have gained the support of
many Canadians, including the Syrian-Canadian community.
During his campaign, Trudeau
expressed support for sending Canadian military planes with immigration officials to airlift Syrian refugees out of the Middle East. Canada
conducted a similar mission in 1979,
transporting Vietnamese refugees to
Canada.
Since the beginning of the Syrian
crisis in 2011, Canada has contributed more than $700 million to Syrian
aid efforts. The Liberals said they
would spend $100 million more to
provide humanitarian assistance to
Syrian refugees in the region.
The Liberals also plan to end Canada’s role in the fight against the Islamic State (ISIS). One day after his
victory speech, Trudeau notified US
President Barack Obama that Canada would terminate its participation
in the US-led coalition against ISIS.
The Royal Canadian Air Force has
six CF-18 fighter jets participating in
the bombing campaign in Iraq and
Syria. Canadian air jets have conducted more than 180 air strikes in
Iraq and Syria.
Trudeau stated, however, that
the country is not evading the fight
against ISIS but rather is committing
to “engage in a responsible way”. He
has not indicated when or how the
withdrawal would happen.
Bessma Momani, a senior fellow

Liberal Party leader Justin Trudeau gives his victory speech in
Montreal, Quebec, on October 19th.
at the Centre for International Governance Innovation and an associate
professor of political science at the
University of Waterloo, says that it
is a politically “smart” move by the
Liberals to distinguish their foreign
policy from the Conservatives. She
says ending Canada’s minor contribution of six jets to the bombing
campaign would not “disturb the
[US-led] coalition”.
Momani, however, says that complete disengagement from the fight
against ISIS could result in unfavourable outcomes. “We don’t want
to give the military combat completely to the Americans to decide
how they want to do it,” she said,
adding that she wants to see “a Canadian perspective involved in the
decision-making about what air
strikes are hit and why”.

Momani noted that Canadian input in the coalition bombing is important as it could decrease the possibility of having civilian casualties.
“We [Canadians] are much more
cautious,” said Momani. “No one
wants to see a loose bombing campaign.”
Canada also has special forces
stationed in northern Iraq with a
mission to train Kurdish peshmerga
fighters. Trudeau vowed to keep the
trainers in place. The Liberals plan
for Canada’s contribution in the region to be training local fighters and
increase humanitarian support.
Abdulrahman al-Masri covers
politics and news in the Middle East
and Syria in particular.
He can be followed on Twitter:
@AbdulrhmanMasri.

US-Arab relations: Stuck at the crossroads?
he hoped that “what emerges is an
Arab world that defines its strategic
vision”.
Abdullah al-Shayji, chairman of
the American Studies Unit at Kuwait University, concurred with
Zogby on the need for a strategic vision. “[Iran and Turkey] have projects in the region but there is no
Arab project,” Shayji said.

Amal Mudallali

Washington

F

ormer US ambassador
to Saudi Arabia Chas
Freeman, capturing the
essence of Arabs’ disenchantment with Washington and Americans’ sense that
the Arab world is unable to understand US policy, said the “partnership between Americans and the
Gulf Arabs has never faced more or
greater challenges than at present”.
Freeman was speaking to the
US-Arab Relations at a Crossroads:
What Paths Forward conference,
which was hosted by the National
Council of US-Arab Relations October 14th and 15th in Washington.

No matter what the
differences are, the
GCC and the United
States need each
other.

“[Iran and Turkey]
have projects in the
region but there is
no Arab project,”
Shayji said.
The relationship is indeed at a
crossroads but the paths ahead are
as difficult to figure out as the road
that led to the current juncture.
Listening to officials and experts diagnose the problem conjures memories of a once perceived, but in reality imagined, model relationship.
The cracks — some old and some
still forming — are being exposed.
These cracks are manifest in the
image of Arabs and Muslims in the
United States and the perception of
America, its role and its power in
the region.
Freeman pointed to two misperceptions: “Islamophobia in the
US is matched by disillusionment
with America in the Gulf,” he said,
adding that the “contradictions between US interests and policies and
those of our GCC [Gulf Cooperation
Council] partners are widening”.
According to Freeman, the “ulti-

Former Saudi intelligence chief Prince Turki al-Faisal discusses the state of US-Gulf relations.
mate sources of mutual discomfort
are the strategic conundrums of
what to do about Syria and how to
deal with Iran”.
Prince Turki al-Faisal, former
head of Saudi Arabia’s intelligence
agency and later ambassador to the
United States, described the “heartbreak” of the Arab world being torn
apart by violence and sectarianism.
But he said that Russia is the “most
unwelcome addition to an already
combustible situation” and the
United States is “ignoring the father
of all terrorists; his name is Bashar
Assad”.
James Zobgy, founder and executive director of the Arab American
Institute, told The Arab Weekly that

Arabs want protection — “a dependency, not a partnership” — from the
United States.
“The Arabs do not understand
that America cannot do it,” he
said. “The US is exhausted militarily from two unfinished wars and
the American people do not want
wars.”
Zogby pointed to the heavy price
that the United States paid for those
wars and the catastrophic effects
on the lives of thousands of Americans. Zogby says he believes that
neither US President Barack Obama
nor the Pentagon wants another
ground war in the region.
Zogby said that when the Arabs
do not get what they want from the

United States they tend to engage
in conspiracy theories. He called on
the Arabs to “stop whining and do
this on your own, take your destiny
in your hands”. On a positive note,
Zogby said the Arab states are starting to do this.
Zogby refuted the claim that
Obama wants Iran to run the region. “Iran,” he said, “has a strategy, while the Arabs do not have a
strategic vision. They have to figure
out where they want to be in five
years.”
A “real partnership”, Zogby
added, “is when you have your
own vision, your own resources to
implement it and you team with a
partner on equal footing”. He said

So what is the path forward for
the relationship? Freeman called
for “intensified dialogue [and]
openness to a novel strategic partnership”. He said: “There are new
realities in the Middle East… We
must adjust to them and turn them
to our advantage.”
But Shayji said more than an
adjustment is needed. We need a
“road map to reset the relationship”, he said, to make it into “a real
partnership”.
John Duke Anthony, president
of the National Council on USArab Relations, offered a practical
suggestion: the opening of a GCCAmerican military liaison office in
Washington and GCC capitals. But
the United States has refused to
grant such an office diplomatic immunity.
No matter what the differences
are, the GCC and the United States
need each other and the GCC states
still look to the United States.
Iraqi Ambassador to the United
States Lukman Faily put it bluntly:
“We go to Russia because we do not
have alternatives but the US is our
choice for a partner.”
So while some in Washington
want the United States to take a
back seat in the region, most Arab
states hope the crossroads will lead
back to Washington.
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Palestinian economy ‘under siege’, says PA minister
Mohammed S. Abu Johaysha

T
Hebron

he Palestinian
economy is reeling
under constraints
resulting from
Israeli domination,
wars on the Gaza
Strip and violence
in the West Bank,
Palestinian Economy Minister
Abeer Odeh said.
Odeh’s remarks, in a telephone
interview with The Arab Weekly,
come in the wake of violence that
engulfed the West Bank and the
Gaza Strip following what Palestinians saw as Israeli provocations at
the al-Aqsa mosque, Islam’s third
holiest shrine.
Dozens of Palestinians and ten
Israelis have been killed in the
month-long unrest that raised fears
over another Palestinian intifada.
“As long as there’s occupation,
the Palestinian economy is bound
to remain decrepit,” asserted
Odeh, a minister in the Palestinian
Authority (PA), which is responsible
for the West Bank and partially in
Gaza.
“Unemployment in the Palestinian territories is one of the highest
in the world, with an overall average of 27% in the West Bank and
Gaza, or more than 330,000 jobless
Palestinians.”
In Gaza unemployment is estimated at 43% and youth unemployment there is a staggering 60%,
Odeh noted.
She explained that 85% of Gaza’s
population of 1.8 million lives on
social welfare provided by international donors and channelled
through the PA.
Independent figures obtained
by The Arab Weekly from West
Bank economists on condition of
anonymity indicated that the PA is
facing severe budgetary problems
causing delinquent payments of

salaries to civil servants.
The reason, according to the
economists, is Israel withholding
payment of customs revenues it
collects on behalf of the PA. The
payments are supposed to be
repatriated to the Palestinians each
month but Israel stopped doing so
in January.
The levied customs represent
70% of the PA’s revenues. The rest
comes from international donations, including aid from oil-rich
Gulf Arab states.
A World Bank report in September cited critical figures for the Palestinian economy but the report’s
general upbeat tone suggested that
the Palestinian economic crunch
can be overcome.
“The current (economic) decline
could be reversed in an environment where sustainable, private
sector-led growth is fostered, coupled with a commitment of ongoing
financial support from the international community,” the report said.
It said a “dynamic private sector can generate the sustainable
growth needed”.
But, it highlighted that “restrictions put in place by the government of Israel continue to stand
in the way of potential private
investment”.

85%
of Gaza’s
population of 1.8
million lives on
social welfare
provided by
international
donors and
channelled
through the PA.

The World Bank concluded that
“access to Gaza remains highly controlled, and much of Area C, which
makes up 60% of the West Bank, is
inaccessible to Palestinians”.
An Israeli siege of Gaza after
Hamas violently took it over from
the PA in 2007 swelled poverty to
38.8%, Odeh said. “Of this figure,
21.1% live in total poverty and this
is an indication of an unprecedented economic deterioration in Gaza.”
“Israeli practices and policies in
the Palestinian territories are the
main reason for the distortions
and structural imbalances in the
Palestinian economic infrastructure since the occupation began in
1967,” the minister said.
In the context of the unequal
relationship between the two sides,
Israel made the West Bank and
Gaza a source of cheap labour used
in its market and transformed the
Palestinian areas into a consumer
market for Israeli products, Odeh
said.
Meanwhile, she added, Israel
“continued to impose restrictions
on Palestinian economic activity,
especially the industrial sector,
and drained Palestinian financial
resources through an arbitrary tax
policy on individuals and businesses”.

“There is no growth in the
Palestinian economy, compared to
previous years,” Odeh said. She did
not disclose the growth rate. The
World Bank, however, said Gaza’s
economy contracted 15% following
Israel’s war in July 2014 but that
of the West Bank grew by 4.5%,
driven primarily by new building
construction.
“The reason for the weaknesses
is that our economy is simply under
siege,” Odeh explained.
She maintained that the PA had
“no control on the border and there
are restrictions on the export and
import that would have a negative impact on growth”. Of total
Palestinian imports, Israel comes
first with 80%, Odeh said, with the
rest coming from Jordan, Turkey
and China.
Exporting is difficult because
of Israeli restrictions. “We don’t
export from a state to another but
have to go through a third country,
which makes our products more
expensive and less competitive on
the international market,” she said.
Talaat Alawi, chief editor of
Al-Safeer Al Iqtisadi, an independent Palestinian economic monthly
newspaper, said indicators show
the Palestinian economy “going
from bad to worse”.
“For a fact on the ground, Palestinians buy essential commodities
at the same price paid by Israeli
consumers, whose monthly wages
are at least four times more than
those earned by Palestinians,” he
said.
Nael Mousa, an economics
professor at An-Najah National University in Nablus north of the West
Bank, said the Palestinian economy
evolved since the uprising in 2000.
“But its performance remains
modest and below the required
level because of the Israeli restrictions and obstacles,” he said.
Mohammed S. Abu Johaysha,
based in the West Bank, has
covered Palestinian affairs for ten
years.

Palestinian Economy Minister Abeer Odeh

Egypt to slash subsidies, raising concern over backlash
Amr Emam

Cairo

E

gypt’s new government
says it will save billions
of pounds on energy subsidies as part of a plan
aiming at delivering the
grants to needy social classes. The
government plans to curtail annual energy subsidies, which total
about 100 billion Egyptian pounds
($12.4 billion) by 70% over three
years.
New Egyptian Prime Minister

Sherif Ismail said recently the government would reduce subsidies
to about $7.6 billion this fiscal year.
Economists warn, however, the
move will cause commodity prices
to rise sharply.
“When the government slashed
the energy subsidies late last year,
commodity prices rose to new levels, which at the end of the day
rose consumer inflation,” economist Rashad Abo said.
“By the same token, any curtailment of the subsidies will have direct impact on prices, which will
cause even more public anger.”
Energy subsidies have been an

issue for the Egyptian government
for decades. Autocratic president
Hosni Mubarak could not reduce
the subsidies during his three decades of rule in fear of public outrage. Economists say the subsidies
are such indispensable lifelines
for rich and poor Egyptians that
no one in decision-making circles
dared to touch them.
However, faced with mounting
financial pressures, Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi about a
year ago took the unprecedented
move of cutting subsidies from $18
billion to the current $14.5 billion.
Former
petroleum
minister
Osama Kamal says the Egyptian
government used to pay $1.80 for
each litre of gasoline and then sell
the same litre for a fraction of that
amount to local consumers. He
also revealed that subsidies actually cost the government $37.5 billion, not $18 billion it claimed.

Egypt’s new
government says it
will save billions of
pounds on energy
subsidies.

Egyptians gather at a petrol station in Cairo as the government
raised fuel prices, in July.

Egypt, which consumes 75 million tonnes of oil every year, no
longer enjoys the economic luxury
to be buying such large subsidies.
In a matter of ten years, the country turned from a net producer of
oil to a net importer, which means
that it has to pay in unavailable
dollars for its oil imports. That has
contributed to a budget deficit of
about $30 billion — 10% of Egypt’s
national income –this year.
That led to the plan to restruc-

ture the subsidy system, reduce
spending, impose new taxes and
even borrow from international institutions such as the World Bank,
economists say. Egypt says it is in
talks with the World Bank to borrow $3 billion-$4 billion, which has
triggered nationwide debates on
whether the move is necessary.
Some economists say a World
Bank loan is indispensable, while
revenues from tourism and the
Suez Canal continue to slide because of deteriorating international economic conditions. Also,
Arab states that gave Egypt billions
of dollars in aid after the army’s
ouster of Islamist president Muhammad Morsi in 2013 seem to be
incapable of maintaining their financial support because of declining international oil prices and the
cost of the Saudi Arabia-led war on
Yemen’s Shia Houthis.
Fear is rife that measures taken
by the government to make up
for the budget deficit will backfire
when it comes to the life of the
poor; some of them are no longer
able to put food on the table for
their families, which can translate
into political unrest.
Economist Saeed Abdel Khaliq
describes the government’s plan to
reduce energy subsidies as a “bitter medicine” for the ailments of
the economy.
“But the government needs to
take measures to ensure that the
poor are not exposed to the negative effects of this plan,” Abdel
Khaliq said. “These measures
should include a tighter supervision over the markets to prevent
unreasoned price hikes, make
commodities available to prevent

the hikes and ensure that all the
poor are included in an effective
social solidarity scheme.”
Price hikes following the first
phase of subsidy reductions in late
2014 have resulted in public anger
and, some observers say, has had a
toll on Sisi’s popularity.
From August 2014 until August
2015, commodity prices rose by
almost 30%, economists said, who
add that this disproportionately affected the poor.

Price hikes following
the first phase of
subsidy reductions
in late 2014 have
resulted in public
anger.
Sisi might have got a taste of this
growing public anger during the
first phase of parliamentary elections, which took place in 14 provinces on October 17th and 18th.
Only 26% of the 27 million registered voters participated in the
elections. Some observers described the turnout as a “silent uprising” against deteriorating economic conditions.
“Reducing the energy subsidies
will inevitably reflect on the price
of everything,” Mukhtar al-Sherif, an economics professor from
Mansour University, said. “The
problem is that after all the political changes that occurred in their
country, Egyptians are waiting for
their economic conditions to improve, not the reverse.”
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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Gulf should adjust
to new oil price
‘reality’: IMF
Gulf economies need to adjust to a
“new reality” with oil prices expected to remain low, the International
Monetary Fund says.
Oil-rich monarchies, however,
remain in a strong position to make
adjustments thanks to large financial reserves amassed during years
of firmer prices, the IMF said in a regional outlook.
IMF Middle East and Central Asia
chief Masood Ahmed said: “Not only
this year, but for the years to come,
these countries will need to make an
adjustment to better balance their
spending to the new reality of the oil
prices.”
The budgets of Bahrain, Kuwait,
Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the
United Arab Emirates are facing an
average deficit of 13% of gross domestic product, Ahmed said, adding
that their combined budget deficit
over the next five years will exceed
$1 trillion.
(Agence France-Presse)

Islamic State rakes
in oil earnings

A BP worker at the Tiguentourine Gas Plant in In Amenas, 1600 kilometres south-east of Algiers, on January 31, 2013.

New challenges of Arab gas industry
Walid Khadduri

Beirut

T

he record rise of domestic power consumption
in Arab oil-producing
countries poses a new
challenge to the regional
natural gas industry.
Electricity demand is increasing by about 10% a year, one of the
highest rates globally. State-owned
oil companies are under increasing pressure to meet rising local
power demand as well as to retain
market share in global gas markets.
The problem confronting the stateowned companies lies in large subsidies to electricity pricing. Low
power prices encourage irrational
consumption but do not necessarily assist lower-income groups. In
fact the subsidies are more helpful to middle- and high-income
households.

Saudi gas to meet local
demand
Saudi Aramco, the world’s largest oil company, expects to invest
$100 billion in natural gas projects
over the next ten years to phase
out direct burning of oil products
in power plants, according to Chief
Executive Officer Amin Nasser,
speaking in a Climate Change Forum in Paris in mid-October. Saudi
Arabia plans to utilise all its gas resources domestically to meet rising
local consumption. Riyadh has no
plans to export gas.
Saudi Arabia peak power plants
usage is during summer months,
when air conditioning is used 24/7
consuming about 900,000 barrels
of oil per day (bdp), approximately
10% of the country’s oil production. Riyadh wants to replace burning crude oil with natural gas so it
can export more oil. Plans call for

gas to be used as the main fuel for
newly constructed power stations.
The major challenges encountered by Saudi oil authorities is to
discover new gas reserves, guide
domestic consumers to rationalise
the use of energy and substitute
gas for petroleum products in power and water desalination plants
and the petrochemical industry.
The goal is to allocate as much
crude oil for exports as possible,
retaining the country’s leading role
in global markets. Along with these
tasks, Saudi Aramco is increasing
oil production capacity from 10
million bpd to 12.5 million bpd.

Qatar local power
consumption increases 10%
annually
Qatar’s North Field, with its 25
trillion cubic metres (tcm) of reserves, is the world’s largest offshore gas field. Qatar is working
with major international oil firms
to build a large gas-fed energy
industry using North Field gas.
Among its partners are Exxon Mobil, Shell and Total.

The record-rise of
domestic power
consumption in Arab
oil-producing
countries poses a
new challenge to the
regional natural gas
industry.
State-owned Qatar Petroleum
(QP) possesses the world’s largest
liquefied natural gas (LNG) capacity, with 77 million tons per year. QP
is also meeting rising local power
and water consumption as power demand increased from 28.14
terrawatt-hours (TWh) in 2010 to
38.69 TWh in 2014, a rise of about
10% annually. Qatar’s desalinated

water consumption increased from
374 million cubic metres in 2010 to
around 495 million cubic metres in
2014, an annual rise of 6.8%.
QP is dealing with two challenges: First, increasing global LNG
supplies, (US shale gas, Australia
and offshore East Africa). These
new export supplies are projected
to enter the market early in the
next decade. QP has to readjust
its commercial strategy as new
exports are expected to pose challenges in US and East Asian markets, the markets that Qatar had
targeted for LNG exports. Second,
rising domestic power and water
consumption.
Qatar may be better positioned
than its neighbouring states with
its gas reserves. Rising domestic
gas consumption has not gone unnoticed. Gas production amounted
to 202.7 billion cubic metres (bcm)
in 2014. Of that amount, 158.3 bcm
was exported and domestic consumption was 41 bcm.

Algeria’s rising domestic
consumption caps future gas
export growth
Algeria’s state-owned Sonatrach
started exporting gas more than 50
years ago. Gas reserves are estimated at around 4,500 bcm, the 10th
biggest reserves in the world. Domestic demand has posted sharp
growth in recent years, limiting exports to 50 bcm-60 bcm.
According to the International
Energy Agency (IEA), Algerian gas
exports are not expected to exceed
60 bcm by 2022. With a high-end
domestic demand scenario, they
could even be lower than 50 bcm.
This makes it necessary to rationalise domestic energy demand and
for Sonatrach to allocate larger gas
supplies to the domestic market,
according to Sonatrach’s former
director for Marketing Mustapha
Faid.

Subsidies for domestic energy
products are exceptionally high in
Algeria. The gas price sold to the
power and domestic sectors was
$0.44 per million British thermal
units (MMBtu) in 2014, one of the
lowest in the world. It is $0.91 per
MMBtu for the industrial sector,
compared to the export price of
$11-$12 per MMBtu in 2013-14, and
$6-$7 MMBtu at present.

Gas pricing
The annual record rise of power
consumption in Arab oil-producing
countries makes it imperative for all
the regional state-owned oil firms
to meet the challenge, providing
sufficient and stable gas supplies to
the local power stations. Failure to
do so leads to frequent power cuts,
a phenomenon familiar in several
Arab countries. The responsibility
to meet this challenge requires taking necessary measures by stateowned oil firms, the power companies and governments.
Oil firms need to find more gas,
dedicating a large part of reserves
to local markets. State-owned electricity companies have to modernise power systems with a larger
role played by private firms, either
in generating power, delivering it
or collecting tariffs through more
technically advanced systems.
Governments are called upon to
review the subsidies for electricity
prices.
A policy review should be undertaken in oil-producing countries
addressing the following questions: Which social group benefits
most from subsidies? What is the
effect of low power prices on the
country’s investments in renewable energies? Are low power prices aiding local industry to be more
competitive?
Walid Khadduri is an Iraqi writer
on energy affairs based in Beirut.

The Islamic State (ISIS) rakes in up
to $50 million a month from selling
crude from oilfields under its control in Iraq and Syria, according to
Iraqi intelligence and US officials.
Oil sales are a key reason ISIS has
been able to maintain control over
its self-declared caliphate, which
stretches across large parts of Syria
and Iraq. With funds to rebuild infrastructure and shore up fighters’
loyalty, ISIS has carried out extensive ground fighting against its opponents and withstood more than a
year of bombardment by the US-led
air campaign.
ISIS sells crude to smugglers at
discounted prices, as low as $10 a
barrel in some cases, compared to
$40-$50 a barrel on international
markets, four Iraqi intelligence officials told the Associated Press. The
smugglers sell to middlemen in Turkey.
ISIS is believed to be extracting
about 30,000 barrels per day from
Syria. In Iraq, they produce around
10,000-20,000 barrels per day. In
total, the group is believed to make
$40 million-$50 million a month
from oil sales, the Iraqi officials said.
(The Associated Press)

OPEC nations plan
to join UN climate
drive
OPEC members Iran and Saudi
Arabia said they will submit national strategies for tackling climate
change before a major UN climate
meeting.
More than 150 governments have
published plans to curb greenhouse
gas emissions.
The plans are meant as building
blocks for a deal at the November
30th-December 11th summit in Paris.
At talks in Germany to prepare the
deal, delegates from Iran, Saudi Arabia and Nigeria, as well as Pakistan
and Egypt said they would submit
plans before the Paris meeting.
“There is a sense that everybody
is on board. I think that’s a major
shift and bodes quite well for Paris,”
said David Waskow of the World Resources Institute think-tank.
Iran, the world’s 10th largest
greenhouse gas emitter and the biggest not to have submitted, said it
would be able to do far more to curb
emissions if Western powers quickly
lift sanctions imposed over its nuclear programme.
(Reuters)
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The fog of war

Media

Adamantly spinning the war in Syria
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

D

ozens of journalists
were secretly ferried by
the Russian Ministry of
Defence to Hamim airbase near the coastal
city of Latakia to cover Russian air
operations in Syria.
The move was part of a detailed
and well-coordinated plan in
which official Syrian media closely
collaborated to paint a picture of
high-level cooperation between
Russia and Syria in what they are
both calling a war on terrorism.
Media stuck to a Russian government blackout before the campaign until a Russian Defence Ministry news conference declared the
strikes against militants’ targets
had started. Dozens of reports,
which appeared to have been prepared prior to the news conference, were subsequently broadcast
on Russian and Syrian channels.
A top official in the Syrian state
media, who wished to remain
anonymous, said: “The official
Syrian media were instructed to refrain from producing news reports
or disseminating information or
images on the Russian operation.”
Distribution would only come
from the political office in the Syrian Army, a mouthpiece for the Assad regime, or through the state
news agency SANA, the official
told The Arab Weekly.
“This is what happened and
continues to happen until this moment,” he said. “This is why government papers and TV channels
in Syria always wait for SANA’s
news releases to simply transmit
whatever news is released by the
Syrian army command. This is why
all coverage of the Russian operation is identical.”
The situation was different for
Russian media. “Right from the initial hours of the Russian military
operation in Syria, the majority of
Russian TV channels and newspapers were transformed into operation rooms, leading campaigns
that used all possible means,” said
Taha Abdel Wahed, a Moscowbased Syrian journalist contacted
on Skype.

Sending the message. Spokeswoman of the Russian Foreign Ministry Maria Zakharova at a news briefing in Moscow.
Abdel Wahed said the war in Syria was the “focus of talk shows on
state and private Russian channels
and news programmes”.
During the initial days of the
strikes, the main sources of information for the news media in Russia and Syria were news releases
from the Russian Defence Ministry.
A close look at the content of the
Russian media on the operations in
Syria shows an effort to instil a feeling of “grandeur and might” that
delivers one message: “A strong
Russia will no longer stand silently
on the side,” Abdel Wahed said.
The media campaign went handin-hand with the official political
stance. Abdel Wahed noted that
when Russian Foreign Minister
Sergei Lavrov said there was “no
such a thing called moderate opposition in Syria”, “the media raced
to detail and explain the composition of the armed opposition in

Syria to arrive at the conclusion
that they’re all terrorists”.
Abdel Wahed added that when
Lavrov said “Russia is willing to
coordinate with the Free Syrian
Army, but where is it?” the media
turned its attention to answering
this question. “Some have restated
that this army does not exist while
others described it as weak,” he
said.

The majority of
Russian TV channels
and newspapers
were transformed
into operation
rooms.
An official well-informed on Syrian government policy pointed out
that an operation room for the media had been set up in Hamim.

“By doing so, they joined the
Russian reporters who came for
the specific purpose of covering
Russia’s military operations,” he
said. Equipment was provided to
ensure proper coverage of the air
strikes.
Mohamed, a reporter from an
official Syrian newspaper dispatched to Hamim, said he recently stayed for six days at the base.
“There was nothing for us to do
there,” he said. “Aeroplanes take
off from the airfield and carry out
their missions, then the Russian
Defence Ministry issues a report
about the targeted areas and the
result of the mission.
“Most of the Russian journalists
who came to Hamim left it to go to
Damascus. Some returned to Moscow because there was not much
to do.”
“At first, the media had access
to advanced equipment. The Syr-

ian authorities authorised Russian
journalists exclusively to use cameras fixed on drones, some sort of
flying cameras and to film from
specific heights. They shot scenes
in a Hollywood style, like filming
from above jet fighters firing their
missiles.”
The Hollywood style was evident in footage showing the launch
of cruise missiles towards Syria
from Russian warships in the Caspian Sea.
“They were like a Hollywood
movie,” a Syrian Army general
said. “They wanted to draw attention to the importance of this
phase in the operations so that the
United States and its allies in the
war on Syria get the message.”
Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based
journalist and regular contributor
to The Arab Weekly. He has been
covering Syria since 1995.

Tiptoeing through the minefield of the propaganda war
Harvey Morris

London

I

t is a well-worn dictum that the
first casualty in war is the truth
and it has rarely been more appropriate than in the context of
the Syrian conflict.
The challenges that confront the
media in covering any war have
been compounded in Syria, where
on one side access and information
are strictly controlled by the regime
and on the other the activities of the
Islamic State (ISIS) and other rebel
groups put much of the country offlimits to reporters.
They have been obliged to a great
extent to fall back on secondary
sources, ranging from the ostensibly neutral and trustworthy to the
nakedly partisan. As mainstream
journalists tiptoe through this
minefield of potential misinformation, they also have the task of navigating a mounting propaganda war
between Russia and the West.
A war of words that intensified
in recent years over conflicting narratives of events in Ukraine and
Crimea has switched focus to Syria,
where Russia’s military intervention at the end of September left the
United States and its allies scrambling for a coherent response. Governments of all stripes are capable
of spinning the news through partial information, obfuscation and
sometimes outright lies.

A multi-screen display in Moscow of Vladimir Putin’s September
28th speech at the United Nations.
It is an established feature of
public diplomacy that one side will
accentuate the negative when it
comes to assessing the actions and
motivations of its rival. Thus, the
initial US response to Russia’s military intervention in Syria in September was to contest Moscow’s assertion that the first air strikes were
principally aimed at ISIS targets and
to question Vladimir Putin’s ability
to impose a military solution.
In Ukraine, and now Syria, Western spokesmen are up against a Soviet propaganda machine of industrial proportions. Kremlin-backed
outlets such as RT — formerly Russia Today — and the multimedia
Sputnik agency, launched in 2014,

unswervingly push the official line.
These outlets boast of providing an “alternative” viewpoint on
events to English-language and other international news consumers,
something Putin’s domestic critics
complain is largely denied to the
Russian audience by the increasingly tightly controlled media.
The official Russian media do
not limit themselves to pushing
the Kremlin line. They also provide
an additional outlet to a range of
Western critics of US policy, from
thoughtfully engaged commentators to fringe conspiracy theorists
on both the left and right of the political spectrum.
They provide a forum for institu-

tions such as the Canadian-based
Centre for Research on Globalisation, which specialises in 9/11 conspiracy theories, has a reputation
for speaking up for dictators such
as Libya’s Muammar Qaddafi and
Syria’s Bashar Assad and is firmly
behind Russia’s stance on Ukraine.
These and other outfits rely, in
turn, on the Kremlin-backed media
to reinforce their world view.
Through the megaphone of social media, unsupported conspiracy theories, generally founded
on the thesis that the origin of all
the world’s ills can be traced to the
United States, rapidly go viral. If the
mainstream media chooses to ignore them, they are denounced in
the blogosphere for being part of a
cover-up.
Earlier this year, the conservative
Washington-based Judicial Watch
published a declassified 2012 US intelligence document that predicted
the possible creation of an Islamic
state in Syria and Iraq. Through the
sounding board of social media, this
rapidly generated online headlines
and tweets along the lines of “US
created ISIS”.
Anyone who cared to read the
document in full, among them leftwing American Middle East commentator Juan Cole, discovered it
revealed nothing of the kind. He described it in his blog as “just a clickbait story or an unfounded conspiracy theory”.
However, the failure of the mainstream media to play along was de-

nounced by websites such as MintPress News, which wrote: “Possibly
more terrifying than the report itself
may be the fact that this information has been virtually blacked out
across global mainstream media.
This silence… illustrates the complicity of the English-speaking media, in collusion with government,
to keep people ignorant of the harsh
realities of US style realpolitik.”
The Kremlin-backed Sputnik, an
enthusiastic recycler of MintPress
News, could not have put it better
itself. As a recent Sputnik headline
read: “Democracy in Action: US Media Issues Instructions How to Bring
Russia Down.”
Some Russians suggest the media
onslaught goes too far. “Aggressive
and deceptive propaganda… worse
than anything I witnessed in the Soviet Union,” Lev Gudkov, the director of the Levada Centre, Russia’s
polling organisation, told the BBC at
the height of the Ukraine crisis.
One weakness of the message
from Russia and the pro-Putin
blogosphere is that, in reality, Western readers need look no further
than their own media and opposition politicians for forthright criticism of past and present failings of
Western policy in the Middle East.
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.
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Unregistered marriages a trap for Iraqi women
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

“

I

am lost myself but I will not
allow that my daughter be
lost, too.” With these words,
Laila described the suffering and disarray caused by
the inability to establish her kinship
to her daughter because her marriage was never registered in Iraqi
civil status courts.
The 25-year-old woman, who
asked to be identified only by her
first name, did not realise the significance of this until her husband
was killed in an explosion a year after they were married. She was 15.
“The marriage was concluded by
the sayyed (Muslim cleric) of the
town because I was underage. When
my husband died I was left [with a
child] without a provider and without papers,” Laila added.
She said she could neither find the
marriage contract that her husband
had kept with him nor the cleric
who concluded it, which caused
many problems, including not being
able to register the girl in school.

The trend of
unregistered
marriages in Iraq has
been growing since
2003.
“I resorted to the judicial authorities who requested complicated
procedures to prove my relationship
to my daughter in the absence of any
authentication of my marriage. But I
will insist that my daughter gets all
her rights whatever it will cost me,”
Laila vowed.
The trend of unregistered marriages in Iraq has been growing since
2003, following the US invasion that
toppled Saddam Hussein’s secular
Ba’ath regime and the rise of Islamic parties that gave Muslim clerics power to override existing social
status laws.
Many Iraqi marriages are being
conducted by clerics and consid-

ered as legal in religious settings and
at the community level, though the
unions are neither registered nor
recognised by civil law.
Social activists decry the Islamic
parties’ moves as attempts to curtail
women’s rights in education, employment and marriage in contradiction with Iraqi laws, the constitution and international conventions
to which Iraq is a signatory.
Children born from unregistered
unions are the main victims of the
measures. Because couples must
show an official marriage certificate
to receive obstetric care, according
to the law, the children of unregistered marriages do not receive birth
certificates and thus are not eligible
for state assistance, including rations, health care or public education. Poverty and the ignorance of
girls’ parents are the main reasons
behind the increasing number of
unlawful unions, according to lawyer Alia Hosni.
“Many give their daughters up for
early marriage as a way of reducing
the number of mouths to feed. They
are just unaware of the dire consequences of contracting such unions
which deprive their daughters of
their rights,” Hosni said.
“Underage marriages and taking a
second wife, which are concluded by
clerics, constitute the largest number of unions that are not recorded
in civil status courts,” Hosni said,
noting that thousands of lawsuits
have been filed by women seeking
ratification of their marriages.
The most difficult part is establishing the parentage of children
born in those marriages, especially
when the wives are abandoned by
their husbands. “Women have been
coming to court without any paper
confirming their union, necessitating many complicated procedures
that might not succeed and thus deprive them and their children of any
rights,” Hosni added.
However, in the case in which the
husband or the in-law family has denied the union, the law has allowed
authentication of children’s lineage through forensic medicine and
matching of tissue from the parents,
the lawyer pointed out.

An Iraqi personal status court.
Legal expert Wassan al-Otabi said:
“Some 4,000 lawsuits [over the unions] have been filed only in October, at one court in Atfiya.
“The civil status law deems marriages outside civil courts as a punishable crime, sanctioned by six
months in prison for men and no
less than three years imprisonment
for those who contract a second unlawful marriage.”
Social activist Dalal Rabii described the expanding trend as “a
catastrophe” tearing the fabric of
Iraqi society. “Many such unions
concluded by clerics do not even
meet marital requirements. We have
come across cases in which the girls
had no idea about the date of their
marriages or the cleric who conducted them and this makes it even
more difficult to help them prove
their kin to their children,” Rabii
said.
She blasted the government for

being permissive with the clerics
who “expropriated” the civic law.
“Clerics get 150,000 Iraqi dinars
($126) for every contract. For them
it has become a business more than
anything else,”Rabii said.
Technically, the Iraqi civil code’s
personal status law offers protection
for young girls by forbidding underage (under 18) marriage. Exceptions
are made for girls and boys aged 1518 if they have the approval of their
legal guardian and the judge before
marrying. However, local clerics often ignore the law.
Even for women over 18, the state
will not recognise marriage if not
registered by civil authorities. While
their relationships are seen as official at the community level, legally
they are considered to be single and
have no protection, in the event of
spousal abandonment in the marriage is not registered.
Shia cleric Sheikh Jawad al-Khalisi

argued that many fail to register the
marriages because they only recognise the legitimacy of sharia rather
than the civil law. “The clergy approves the registration of unions in
order to safeguard the civic rights
of both parties, but does not forbid
underage marriages if the girls are
physically and mentally mature,” he
said.
The
Iraqi
government
has
launched an awareness campaign to
encourage couples to register their
unions. “Legal clinics providing free
consultations and counselling have
been established in all districts. We
have succeeded in registering 885
unions out of 1,987 filed by women
and 491 cases out of 1,152 filed by
men so far,” noted Haidar Majid, a
government official.
Oumayma Omar, based in Baghdad,
is a contributor to the Culture and
Society section of The Arab Weekly.

Libyan veterinarian steers pets to safety amid strife
Tripoli

W

hen foreigners left
hundreds of pets
behind at the outbreak of Libya’s
2011
revolution,
Tripoli veterinarian Jalal Kaal
braved missiles, militia checkpoints and long terrifying drives to
reunite them with their owners.
“If I had to, I would do it again,”
said Kaal, a tall, slim 50-year-old
man with smiling eyes.
When the popular uprising
against long-time dictator Muammar Qaddafi broke out in February
2011, many foreigners left suddenly and were unable to take their
pets, Kaal explained. In the chaos
of the evacuation of diplomats and
foreign workers four years ago,
several called him from the airport
to ask if he could take their pets in.
As Qaddafi’s regime cracked
down on protesters in and around
Tripoli, Kaal and an assistant drove
to several neighbourhoods to find
stranded animals. They rescued
about 250 pets, including cats and
dogs, tortoises, guinea pigs and a
parrot named Charlie.
He gave them shelter inside his
practice, in a south-western suburb of Tripoli, right next to a building used by Qaddafi’s intelligence
services.
“Missiles were falling so close
that the clinic’s ceiling fell in,” he
said.
But he braved the rockets and
bombs raining down around the
building to reach the clinic to feed
and tend to his “refugee” pets.

“With my children, we’d take the
animals out in groups for a walk
and a cuddle,” explained Kaal.

‘Evacuation missions’
A Chadian assistant helped him
throughout the adventure until
October 2011 when Libya’s NATObacked revolutionaries declared
the country’s “liberation”.
“He slept in the clinic, watching
over the animals and feeding them
and cleaning,” Kaal said. “But I really couldn’t have done without
him when we started our missions
to evacuate the animals” a few
weeks into the revolution.

Kaal and a Libyan colleague
would drive 300 kilometres across
the border to the airport at Djerba,
Tunisia, while his Chadian assistant looked after the remaining
animals.
The pet owners’ employers had
organised for shipping companies to evacuate the animals by
plane, Kaal said, but their plans
fell through after the Tripoli airport closed due to clashes. Soon
the only option was to drive the
animals to Tunisia, where he had
coordinated with a local vet to help
with paperwork at the border.
“From February to October 2011,
I drove 15 times from Tripoli to

Djerba,” from where the pets could
be transported to their owners,
Kaal said.
“All the animals in my care were
returned to their owners in good
health,” he said.
The only exception was Charlie
the parrot, entrusted to him by
a Venezuelan woman before she
left. He and his family looked after
it at home. Charlie “roamed freely
around the house. He spoke so
well that it felt like he was taking
part in our conversations. Everybody loved him.”
But a few days before Tripoli
was taken over by the revolutionaries, “a missile fell right next to

Libyan vet Jalal Kaal strokes a dog he rescued in Tripoli at his clinic in the Libyan capital
on October 19th.

the house. The explosion blew the
windows open and he flew away.”

‘Most terrifying day’
Kaal said he had never been as
scared as one night returning to
Tripoli from the border. At a proQaddafi checkpoint, which was
regularly targeted by revolutionaries, in the coastal town of Zawiya,
militiamen “told us to drive with
our lights off so we didn’t become
targets”.
“A trip from Djerba to Tripoli
that usually doesn’t take more
than four hours took us 14,” he
said. “It was the longest, the most
tiring and the most terrifying day.”
“It was only when we got back to
Janzur” on the outskirts of Tripoli
“that we looked at each other and
burst out laughing.”
Today — with Libya divided between rival governments and still
plagued by violence — the clinic’s
rooms are run-down and the cages
that housed the animals are empty.
“I need to break it all down and
build it up again to be more modern,” Kaal said.
“Some of the pet owners still
haven’t paid their bills but nothing
is better than the joyful tears of the
owners I reunited with their pets.”
Despite his feat, the vet remains
modest.
“I’m terrified by war,” he said.
“I’ve never even touched a handgun.
“I can tell you, I’m actually a
great scaredy-cat.”
(Agence France-Presse)
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Hammoud Chantout: From white walls to exile
Najwa Saad

Washington

I

n Washington’s Georgetown
neighbourhood, an architectural sliver of space off a courtyard of an office building hosts
Syra Arts, a private commercial art gallery with an outsized
mission.
The gallery’s recent exhibit of
paintings by Hammoud Chantout,
titled Human Portraits, is especially
noteworthy because he is a Syrian refugee in Lebanon. The hackneyed “brain drain” of population
displacement inevitably includes
artists. With conditions worsening,
Chantout left his beloved Damascus
with his wife, sculptor Orouba elDeeb, on July 19, 2012.
Born in 1956 in a village east of
Aleppo, Chantout’s family lived in a
domed mud hut. Improbably escaping rural poverty, he studied at the
Faculty of Fine Arts in Syria and at
the École des Beaux-Arts in Paris,
ultimately returning to Damascus.
When he left Syria, he established a
studio in Beirut and has been painting prolifically.

Fanan 4, acrylic on canvas.

Selected paintings from 2009-12
are characterised by a richness of
dark colour and depth of form set
against mixed-coloured brooding
grounds. This period is amply displayed in a beautiful catalogue of his
2012 Amman show called Illuminations Beirut 2012, which gallery coowner Sylvia Ragheb displayed for
context since there is no catalogue
for the current show.

Selected paintings
from 2009-12 are
characterised by a
richness of dark
colour and depth of
form.
A few of Chantout’s 2012 paintings herald the new style of single
deconstructed figures painted in a
more limited dark palate against a
minimalist white-grey ground. A
carry-over theme from earlier compositions features a bitter orange
tree as artifice. Under its stark trunk
and broad canopy, a human figure stands in a dark umber shadow
against a white expanse, sometimes
with a baton conducting nothingness. In another version a red chair
appears. Chantout prefers to work
mostly acrylic or gouache on canvas
and occasionally on wood.
Ragheb said that in his newer work
Chantout “paints layer upon layer to
achieve the nearly blank ground and
uses a variety of scraping tools and
even chopsticks”. His transparently
rendered figures seem to represent a
fracturing of his earlier style.
In his artist’s statement, Chantout
recalls a period of childhood solitude, presumably prompted by illness: “Bedridden for a long time in
our muddy house… in front of me
there was a wall covered in white
lime… I used to stare at the wall to
see pictures [for] battles, horses,
trees and faces and every day the
scene on the wall change[d] and this

Portraits, acrylic on canvas.
was my sole amusement when I was
young.”
While harkening to his early years,
his solitary figures project a sense of
loss, isolation and distraction from
his homeland. The compositions of
sad, sometimes distorted faces are
rendered by paint dabs, strokes and
silhouetted portrait lines, reaching
just beyond quick sketch work and
the brevity of pointillism. The method itself evokes an interesting optic.
These depicted presences seem
lost in a liminal dimension —
scratches and blots of reality perhaps akin to the emotional state of
being a refugee. They float, almost
transparently. “He’s known for creating a dream-like, mystical background,” said Ragheb.
The exhibit features 28 portrait
sketches, mostly showing downcast expressions of pondering, depression and profound loneliness.
The more somber portraits of 19th-

century master French sculptor and
caricaturist Honoré Daumier come
to mind. One is surrounded by the
white canvases rooted in Chantout’s
childhood room, compounded by
a pervasive sense of the abstract in
disassembled lives.
If a window to the soul, these are
surely paintings of an artist who
may be contentedly resettled in perhaps the temporary safety of Beirut
but deeply burdened by existential
doubt.
Asked about the paintings’ journey to the exhibition, Ragheb said:
“I went to Beirut to meet the man
behind the work. I always establish
a relationship with my artists.”
But Chantout’s US visa application
was denied. According to Ragheb,
“He learned that they did not even
look at his documents and his invitation letter. He had also applied as
a family with his wife and younger
daughter.”

Determined to show Chantout’s
work, Ragheb gingerly rolled the
larger paintings and carried them
on her flight to the United States in
a document roll. She packed smaller
canvases in a large suitcase. With
a deep breath, she sent them as
checked baggage and happily restretched them for mounting at the
gallery in Washington. She has sold
many pieces, mostly to Syrians.
Ragheb and Egyptian Randa
Aboul Nasr founded the Syra Arts
gallery in 2013 to raise awareness
and create opportunities for Arab
artists to gain visibility and access
to the US market. The gallery hosts
eight shows per year.
“There’s no other gallery doing
Middle Eastern art the way I’m doing it,” Ragheb said.
Najwa Saad is a Washington
correspondent for The Arab
Weekly.

Egypt to scan pyramids for undiscovered secrets
Amr Emam

Cairo

M

ysteries shrouded in
Egypt’s pyramids for
thousands of years
may, in a few months,
become something of
the past thanks to technology.
Scientists and specialists from Japan, Canada, France and Egypt are
working to scan the pyramids for
hidden rooms, undisclosed corridors and unknown burial sites. The
first such study may revolutionise
knowledge of ancient Egyptian civilisation.
The scan is to begin in early November and last for a year. It will
probe, using infrared thermography, into the heart of Egypt’s largest
pyramids without drilling into the
stone.
“Mysteries abound when it comes
to the pyramids and these need to
be unravelled,” Egyptian Antiquities Minister Mamdouh al-Damati
said at the announcement of
the scan in Cairo on October 25th. “We have hopes
that the scan will take us
steps forward in un-

derstanding the ancient Egyptian
civilisation.”
Almost 35 years ago scientists and
archaeologists attempted a scan
of the pyramids for undiscovered
chambers but to little avail. This
time, however, hopes are high that
the scan will usher in new discoveries.
There are many questions about
how the pyramids, especially the
Great Pyramid of Giza, one of the
Seven Wonders of the Ancient
World, were built. With a base of
more than 5 hectares, an original
height of almost 150 metres and a
mass of 5.9 million tonnes, the pyramid on the Giza Plateau, was built
in only 25 years.
The internal structure of the pyramids is another mystery, scientists
say, referring to what they describe
as “inexplicable anomalies” when
comparing plans of different pyramids. The builders of the pyramids
multiplied tricks and obstacles to
protect the remains and treasures
of their sovereigns.
This was why previous explorations with less sophisticated means
caught strange images that could
correspond to hidden chambers inside the pyramids, the scientists
and engineers involved in the

new scan say.
Called “Scan Pyramids”, the mission will try to solve the mysteries
of the pyramids using infrared thermography, which produces images
with areas of different temperatures
displayed in different colours.
Scientists will focus on four masterpieces of the Fourth Dynasty
(2575-2465 BC) in Dahshur, 15 km
south of Saqqara. They will study
the South Pyramid, called the Bent,
and the North Pyramid, called the
Red, both built by Snefru (25752551 BC). On the Giza Plateau, the
mission will study the pyramids of
Khufu and Khafre, built by the son
and grandson of Snefru.

Egypt’s tourism
planners will use the
scan investigation to
promote Egypt and
attract more visitors.
The members of the mission will
develop a thermal map of the pyramids. A dynamic map will absorb
the heat of the sun in daytime and
restore it during the night.
The programme will take images
on the four sides of the pyramids
half an hour before sunrise, when

the pyramids will be the coldest.
Team members plan to repeat the
operation at noon and the evening.
They will record hundreds of thousands of images that will be compared via a computer programme.
The pyramids may reveal their
secrets in blue and red — blue for
colder areas, red for warmer — they
say, adding that the goal of the mission is to identify whether there are
unknown voids behind the façades
of the pyramids.
The techniques were developed
in Japan by the High Energy Accelerator Research Organisation and
Nagoya University, according to
Kumihiro Morishima, a researcher
from the Institute for Advanced Research at Nagoya University.
A French company will launch a
photogrammetric campaign using
drones to rebuild the Giza Plateau
and the site of Dahshur with all their
monuments in 3D within a centimetre’s precision. These models will
be made available
to
researchers and the
public in
data by
the

French non-profit HIP Institute.
Whether the project will succeed
is a question the next 12 months will
answer; however, Egypt’s tourism
planners will use the scan investigation to promote Egypt and attract
more visitors to make up for recent
years’ losses in the tourism sector.
Egypt, according to Tourism Minister Hisham Zaazou, plans campaigns in Cairo and London to market the scan programme and bring
in tourists to closely follow developments.
“Tourists usually visit Egypt’s
historic sites once in their lives,”
Zaazou said. “I am sure the new
project will make most tourists
want to visit the country again.”
If the new technology proves a
success, it will, antiquities experts
say, allow for huge discoveries in
the future.
Damati said the technology will
be used to unravel secrets at other
historic sites, including the tomb of
Tutankhamun in the Valley of the
Kings in southern Egypt.
Almost 90 years after its opening,
the tomb continues to fuel debate
as some archaeologists surmise there are undiscovered chambers and
corridors in it.

The Great Pyramids and Sphinx reflect blue light during a celebration for the 70th anniversary of the United Nations in Giza, Egypt, on October 24th.
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A new beginning
for Beirut’s
Sursock Museum
Jimmy Dabbagh

Beirut

W

hile next door in
Syria skies are buzzing with warplanes
from various countries, Beirut is experiencing a cultural buzz. This includes the relaunch of the Sursock
Museum, a landmark art space,
among other milestones that enrich the Lebanese capital’s cultural
scene.
Seven years after it closed for
renovation, Sursock Museum is set
for a new beginning at a time when
Lebanon’s cultural sector is gaining momentum with the impeding
launch of the private Aishti Foundation, a mixed-use cultural centre,
and Marfa’, a contemporary art gallery in Beirut Port.
Museum Director Zeina Arida
noted that the timing of the reopening of Sursock was not coordinated
with the launch of the two new galleries to make a cultural buzz but
was a coincidence.

The blend of
contemporary and
historic works
provides an
interesting
dichotomy of art for
visitors to consume.
“This is happening in the postwar period, after years of initiative
and support of contemporary artistic practices,” Arida said, commending Lebanese curator Christine Tohme as one of the main
contributors to the art scene today
through her organisation Ashkal
Alwan, which has been promoting Lebanese and Arab artists since
1993.
“We all participated in the prepa-

ration of what is happening now,
somehow. The institutions that
were set in the ‘90s made [it] possible [for] the work of certain contemporary artists to have exposure
internationally,” she said.
Tohme stressed that “whole generations of artists, intellectuals,
writers and cultural practitioners”
have worked to pave the road for
such a surge. “Things do not really
happen overnight. It’s been around
30 years that people have been
working, and what is happening is
very positive,” Tohme said.
However, Sursock Museum occupies a special place in Tohme’s
heart. “It is a museum that has
affected me a lot since my childhood. I can see the way it had an
impact on our generation and I’m
very happy to have it there for the
local community,” she said.
The exquisite villa housing the
museum was originally the private
home of aristocratic art-enthusiast
Nicolas Sursock, bequeathed to the
city of Beirut after his death in 1952.
By 1961, the private residence,
which had once served to entertain the country’s upper crust, was
turned into a museum carrying a
mission to inform audiences about
art practices within Lebanon and
the region.
The museum housed a rich permanent collection of Lebanese
modern art and hosted the annual
Salon d’Automne. This juried exhibition of contemporary art was
modeled after its French predecessor, which was established in 1903
as a reaction against conservative
policies of the official Salon de Paris.
While the 1975-90 civil war ravaged Lebanon, the museum stayed
open, albeit remaining relatively
under the radar. Initially offering
nearly 2,000 square metres of floor
space, the premises have now expanded to about 8,500 square metres with the renovation estimated
to cost nearly $14 million.

An outside view of the Sursock Museum in Beirut.
A sleek, glass-walled structure,
which harbours a restaurant and
bookshop, stands alongside the
museum’s Venetian- and Ottomanstyled façade, with the interior
housing a new 164-seat auditorium, a specialised research library,
climate-controlled storage spaces,
a restoration workshop space, a
temporary exhibition hall and twin
galleries on the ground floor.
The grand reopening of the museum created a cultural buzz but,
as far as Arida is concerned, the
impact can only be measured in the
long term. “I’m conscious this is
the opening week, so we’re going to
have lot of people but I don’t know
if this means there is a lot of people
interested in arts, or they are curious about the museum. Some have
been waiting for years for the museum to reopen,” she said.
In October and November, the
museum offers an eclectic programme that caters to a broad spectrum of audiences from children to
aficionados. Displayed in the main
exhibitions hall, Views on Beirut:
160 years of Images showcases more

than 200 rarely seen works from
private collections, including paintings, etchings and photographs that
explore the history and evolution
of Beirut’s identity from 1800-1960.
The twin galleries house a group
exhibition The City in The City,
which assembles recent work by
artists, designers and researchers
concerned with mapping and exploring contemporary Beirut.

Sursock Museum is
set for a new
beginning at a time
when Lebanon’s
cultural sector is
gaining momentum.
Along the upper two floors, visitors can also survey the museum’s
extensive collection display, which
traces the development of Lebanese modern art from the late 1800s
to the early 2000s.
Picturing Identity, Selection of
Photographs from the Fouad Debbas
Collection offers a compelling selec-

tion of postcards and studio photographs from the fervent collector’s
intricate collection.
The blend of contemporary and
historic works provides an interesting dichotomy of art for visitors to
consume.
“What is interesting is to really
build bridges. It’s [important] to
link your own identity and history
to your contemporary time. I’m
[part of] the war generation in Lebanon and maybe for us it was a real
concern to find links between our
past and present,” Arida said.
With the country’s current turmoil and continuously shifting political landscape, time will reveal
whether the Sursock Museum will
preserve a central position within
the city’s art scene but for Tohme,
“Such art institutions can play a
pivotal role in shaping our notions
of how to live together collectively
and as a community.”
Jimmy Dabbagh is a journalist
based in Beirut and contributes
cultural articles to The Arab
Weekly.

Unusual art exhibit from Saudi Arabia
Karen Dabrowska

London

F

orget about images of
quaint mosques, picturesque sand dunes, palm
trees and Arabs in traditional costumes: Saudi
Arabia’s contemporary young artists specialise in controversial,
thought-provoking, unique photographs, sculptures, video art and
installations.
The concept of “ricochet” was the
central theme of a week-long exhibition in London’s Asia House that
showcased the work of contemporary Saudi artists Abdulnasser Gharem, Shaweesh, Dhafer al-Shehri,
Ajlan Gharem and Njoud al-Anbari.
The artists investigated how actions
taken by a country’s authorities can
cause direct or indirect chain reactions.
The dedicated, unassuming curator of Ricochet, who did not wish to
be named, said he fell in love with
the Abdulnasser Gharem’s art and
organised the London exhibition,
which he sees as the first step to introducing Saudi artists to Europe.
“They are a voice from inside the
kingdom which needs to be heard,”
he said.
Ricochet, the massive digital print
and industrial lacquer paint on
aluminium work by Abdulnasser
Gharem from which the exhibition
takes its name, features an image of
a richly ornamented mosque ceil-

ing slowly and shockingly metamorphosing into an armed fighter
jet that resembles a malevolent insect. The message is that religion
can be used as pretext for war but
the beauty of the Islamic design
prevails, suggesting that war is
transient and ultimately peace and
unity will prevail.
Aniconism is a 5-minute video by
Abdulnasser Gharem showing Saudi artists in traditional dress using a
plastic model of naked woman for
an art drawing class. Gharem took
the mannequin from Dubai earlier
in 2015. It was dismantled and the
pieces transported into Saudi Arabia in different cars as all depictions of naked women, even in
the form of mannequins, are
forbidden. The video shows
the will of artists to overcome barriers and engage
with aesthetics at the
core of art history.
The artists taking
part in the exhibition
were nurtured by
Gharem Studio

(GS) in Riyadh, established in 2010
to teach people aged 18-25 about
contemporary art. Due to an absence of art schools in the country,
the studio is one of the only places
in Saudi Arabia where artists can
talk freely and learn about contemporary art.
The studio has staged exhibitions
at the US ambassador’s residence in
Riyadh and worked closely with the
British Council on a series of workshops with Professor David Rayson,
head of painting at the Royal College of Art in London.
Abdulnasser Gharem, one of the
Gulf’s most influential artists,
was a lieutenant-colonel in
the Saudi Army. Two of
the 9/11 hijackers were
in his class at school. He
says the only way to conquer the wave of terrorism sweeping the Middle
East, and with it the world,
is to encourage people to
think individually.
“My idea is to help them
find their path and not

Shaweesh’s Iconoclasm water clay sculpture.

introduce themselves as a sacrifice
in jihad,” he said. “I want them to
look around and develop their humanity.”
On his part, Ajlan Gharem, a
maths teacher in Riyadh and cofounder of GS, exhibited Paradise
Has Many Gates, a video documenting the installation of a 10×30 cm
cage transformed into the shape of
a mosque and installed in the desert
outside Riyadh.

The message is that
religion can be used
as pretext for war
but the beauty of the
Islamic design
prevails.

There are images of figures coming to pray in the mosque, including
children who ask many questions
and raise issues about identity and
the desire to break free from the
shackles imposed by tradition.
Tradition is also challenged by
Shaweesh in Iconoclasm, a water
clay sculpture of the bust of a sheikh
and Anbari, an interior designer
hired by the Saudi government to
restructure all-girls schools.
A C4 plastic explosive is attached
to the bust of the sheikh in classical Roman style, drawing attention
to some Muslims who use religion
to propagate messages of hatred.
But the serene expression on the
sheikh’s face forces those looking
at the sculpture to conclude that
peace will prevail.

In her video and pigment print
on photo rag paper, Anbari reflects
the interaction between visually
starved children and a typical display of cautionary art that is unique
to Saudi Arabia and common in educational settings.
In a series of untitled works, all
pigment print on photo rag paper,
Shehri creates a collage of crowdreverent pilgrims, overconfident
football fans and bare graves. These
images illustrate how collective cultures can cause the value of an individual to be compromised.
Proud of his studio’s first international exhibition, Abdulnasser
Gharem speaks eloquently about
his aim: “I don’t just want to create
artists. I want to create real players
who are good at everything, working with society and also successful
in the art market.”
When Christie’s Dubai sold his
sculptural installation Message/
Messenger symbolising the Dome of
the Rock in Jerusalem for $842,500
in 2011, a record-breaking price for
contemporary Middle Eastern art,
he donated the money to Edge of
Arabia, a gallery in south-western
London that he helped set up.
The gallery has since become an
internationally recognised platform
for dialogue and exchange between
the Middle East and the Western
world.
Karen Dabrowska is a
London-based contributor to the
Culture and Society sections of
The Arab Weekly.
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Agenda
London:
Through November 8th
The Nour Festival of Arts shines
light on the best of contemporary Middle Eastern and North
African arts and culture in
venues across Kensington and
Chelsea in London. The festival
has a rich programme featuring
exhibitions, music, film, food,
talks and dance.

Beirut:
Through December 17th
Nocturnes du Musée Sursock or
Sursock Museum Late Nights
takes place every Thursday from
noon-9pm at the Sursock Museum in Beirut. The event varies
by week with art exhibits, collection displays, late-night talks,
performances and screenings.

Beaufort Castle in Arnoun village near the southern Lebanese town of Nabatiyeh.

Dubai:
November 3rd-April 9th

Beaufort crusader
castle, a unique
witness to
Lebanon’s history
Samar Kadi

Beirut

B

earing witness to Lebanon’s history since medieval times, the hilltop
Beaufort Castle in south
Lebanon has recovered its
place as one of the country’s majestic touristic sites.
From the Crusaders to the Mamelouks, the Ottomans, Palestinian guerrillas and the Israeli army,
the fort has served the purpose for
which it was originally built — a
strategic military structure, which
overlooks the Litani river, the Golan Heights, the slopes of Mount
Hermon, northern Israel and the
Mediterranean coast.
“It provides one of the few cases
where a medieval castle proved of
military value and utility also in
modern warfare,” said Ali Badawi,
the official in charge of archaeological sites in southern Lebanon.
“Its strategic position gave it such
a historical importance. Its history
goes back before the Crusaders, to
1000AD when it was an Arab tower
that Frank kings replaced by a citadel,” Badawi said.
Built on a rocky crest at 700 metres above sea level, amid enchanting countryside, Beaufort Castle —
French for “beautiful fortress” and
in Arabic Qala’at el-Shaqif (“Castle
of the High Rock”) — is a mighty
fortress that Crusaders built in 1139
as a military stronghold defending
the extreme north of the kingdom
of Jerusalem.
The fort, which has changed
hands countless times over the centuries, is seen as a symbol of shifting power in southern Lebanon.
It was occupied by Saladin and
the Muslims from 1190-1240, then
again by the Crusaders. In 1610
Fakhredin II, emir of Lebanon,
strengthened its fortifications and
made it a storehouse for his treasures. The site was successively
used by Palestinian guerrillas in the
1970s, Israeli forces that invaded
Lebanon in 1982 and Lebanese resistance fighters who forced Israel
to withdraw in 2000.
Deep and wide excavations were
dug into the rock to isolate the
fortress, which has many passageways, impressive underground
rooms and towers from which de-

fenders could attack from above. It
has a storage room, an inside water
reservoir dug out of the rock.
The site sustained a lot of damage over the centuries but the biggest destruction resulted from
military operations under Israeli
occupation, Badawi said. “The Israelis buried the trench around the
castle and built military barracks to
fortify their forces,” he said. “Before withdrawing, they blew up the
barracks, a move that left the castle
in disarray.”
After centuries of war and occupation, the castle was returned to
the Lebanese state and opened to
the public in 2007.

The Beaufort Castle
is among more than
20 citadels, dating
from the Crusaders
and Mamelouk
periods, found
across Lebanon.
Restoration works started in 2011
with a joint $3.5 million KuwaitiLebanese fund.
The project for restoration is divided into three stages, Badawi
pointed out. “The first stage included archaeological excavations that
are important to learn more about
the history of the castle,” he said.
“We found pieces matching the

Global Village is the largest
seasonal cultural extravaganza
in the region. Visitors can enjoy
an array of festivals, shopping
and entertainment in an openair theme park. The entertainment and shopping destination
hosts more than 70 participating
countries with presentations in
more than three dozen pavilions. There are more than 50 fun
rides and 26 restaurants offering
food from around the world.

Tunis:
November 4th-8th

A Lebanese security officer on the perimeter of the newly restored
Crusader Beaufort castle in Arnoun village, southern Lebanon.
military history of the fort since
the time of the crusades and even
before that. These included arrowheads, stone projectiles that were
used in medieval times in attacks
on forts. We also found pieces from
the 16th century like metal projectiles, in addition to empty shells
that the Israelis had left behind.”
“As well, a large number of pieces
that highlighted daily life inside the
castle, such as pottery, glass pots
and coins, were excavated,” Badawi
added.
Part of the fort was not excavated. “We left it to future generations
to discover, maybe with more advanced and accurate techniques,”
he noted.
For the sake of preserving the
castle’s authenticity, similar materials were used in the reconstruction,
which included rebuilding vaults
and cellars, reinforcing the castle’s
crumbling walls and fortifying the
roof. Stone and metal staircases
with handrails were installed to
make exploration easier for visitors.
The Beaufort Castle is among

People visit the newly restored Crusader Beaufort castle, in the
Arnoun village, southern Lebanon.

more than 20 citadels, dating from
the Crusaders and Mamelouk periods, found across Lebanon. “We
have a huge cultural heritage and a
big number of monuments but little
funding to do the restoration,” commented Jean Yasmin, an archaeological engineer with the government’s Council of Development and
Reconstruction (CDR).
“The conservation of the cultural
heritage is unfortunately not a priority for the government. It is some
kind of a luxury in a country that
has so many basic problems to deal
with,” Yasmin said.
He argued that a comprehensive
strategy for the conservation of historical military structures should
include the network of forts existing in a particular area, to make
it more attractive to tourists. In
southern Lebanon, the network includes Beaufort, the Crusaders’ sea
and land citadels in Sidon and the
Tibnin, Shamaa, Shakra and Deir
Kifa forts.
“Can you imagine offering tourists a network of forts, whereby
they can visit one after the other
with explanations about their past,
their historical value and how they
were connected to one another?”
Yasmin asked.
“We have the vision but not the
means,” he added.
Nonetheless, the CDR has revamped several sites that it handed
over to the ministries of Culture
and Tourism once completed. “The
ministries are in charge of managing
and exposing these sites for tourism
purposes as well as to raise awareness among Lebanese about their
common heritage, which is key to
building a culture of peace,” Yasmin
said.
Beaufort and other cultural vestiges are a storehouse of Lebanon’s
history, which should be definitely
preserved, he concluded.
Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly
Travel and Society sections editor.

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

Dubai:
November 5th-7th
The Dubai Fitness Fest is an
event aimed at bringing people
from around Dubai to one place
for fun outdoors and sports activities. Families are encouraged
to bring children to 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 event showcasing films
from the Maghreb, Africa and
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.
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calendar items related to
cultural events of interest
to travellers in the Middle
East and North Africa.
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