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Egypt copes with fallout 
of likely plane bombing
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US, Russia boost 
forces over Syria

Middle East reporters in the line of fire

Beirut

T 

he United States and 
Russia are deploying ad-
vanced weapons systems 
in the Middle East amid 
concerns the two powers 

may be edging towards a proxy war 
in Syria.

US President Barack Obama au-
thorised the deployment of 12 F-15C 
fighter aircraft to the Incirlik airbase 
in southern Turkey, a half-hour’s 
flight from Syria, where Russian of-
ficials say they are deploying more 
surface-to-air missile batteries to 
protect Moscow’s expanding mili-
tary intervention to aid the embat-
tled Damascus regime.

The F-15C’s mission is to shoot 

down other aircraft, not conduct 
strikes against ground targets. Rus-
sia has deployed Sukhoi air supe-
riority fighters at its Syrian base 
in north-western Syria along with 
ground-attack jets, although no Syr-
ian rebel force has aircraft.

The first F-15s arrived at Incirlik, 
from which Turkey allows the Unit-
ed States to mount air strikes against 
Islamic State (ISIS) rebels in Syria, 
on November 6th.

Although Turkey’s air force is one 
of the strongest in the region, the US 
Air Force said the F-15 deployment 
was made after Ankara “requested 
support in securing the sovereignty 
of Turkish airspace” following intru-
sions by Syria-based Russian jets.

Russian officials say the addition-
al air-defence systems sent to Syria 
include the Buk anti-aircraft missile, 
the same make of weapon that shot 
down a Malaysia Airlines passenger 
jet over Ukraine in 2014.

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

Cairo

E 

gypt is taking measures 
to raise security at its air-
ports to prevent terrorists 
from further crippling the 
country’s crucial tourism 

industry.
Egypt initially denied the crash 

of a Russian passenger plane en 
route to St Petersburg from the Red 
Sea resort of Sharm el-Sheikh on 
October 31st was caused by a ter-
rorist attack.

Egypt seems, however, to have 
mostly abandoned its posture of 
denial and is moving to remedy 
security problems at its airports. 
Experts from various countries, 
including Russia, have arrived in 
Egypt to offer advice and Cairo is 
reportedly preparing to receive 
modern security equipment from 
abroad.

Soon after the Russian plane 
broke apart in flight, causing the 
death of all 224 people on board, a 
Sinai-based affiliate of the Islamic 
State (ISIS) claimed responsibility 
for downing the aircraft.

Cairo is investigating the pos-
sibility that a bomb was placed in 
the luggage of one of the plane’s 
passengers, causing an explosion 
inside the aircraft 23 minutes after 
take-off from Sharm el-Sheikh.

Staff members at hotels where 
the flight’s passengers stayed in 
Sharm el-Sheikh are being ques-
tioned.

As the investigation into the 
likely bombing continued, Egypt 
worked to cushion the devastating 
effects of the plane crash and the 
subsequent flight suspensions by 
Britain and Russia on its tourism 

industry. Tourism is the source of 
almost 11% of Egypt’s national in-
come.

Economist Heba Zahran said 
the government should open the 
door to private airlines and “invest 
more heavily in the tourism sector 
by creating more tourist-interest 
spots away from Sharm el-Sheikh 
and Hurghada”.

But the damage caused by the 
downing of the Russian plane 
might be difficult to reverse.

Tourists are standing in long 
queues at the airports of the two 

resort towns to return home. About 
25,000 Russian tourists — out of a 
total of 80,000 Russians who have 
been holidaying in Sharm el-Sheikh 
and Hurghada — have returned to 
Russia since the plane crash.

Initiatives have been popping up 
to encourage Egyptians and other 
Arabs to visit Sharm el-Sheikh to 
compensate for the absence of Eu-
ropeans but tourism workers do 
not pin high hopes on the propos-
als to make up for potential losses.

Security experts, meanwhile, 
expect the purported bombing to 

affect Egypt’s war against militants 
in the Sinai, saying the army will 
likely crack down more fiercely on 
the militants in the days to come.

Egypt has been fighting militan-
cy in the Sinai for more than two 
years, as terrorist acts there have 
caused the deaths of scores of army 
troops and policemen.

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

The US and Russia 
are deploying 
advanced weapons 
in the Middle East.

Syrian photographer Zein 
al-Rifai (c) takes pictures 
of medics helping civilians 
caught in regime air 
strikes in northern Syria 
in April 2014. He’s one of 
thousands of journalists 
and activists reporting 
on the complex Syrian 
war. Rifai was seriously 
wounded in August 2015, 
underlining the dangers 
that journalists face every 
day in reporting on the 
horrors of war and its 
murderous impact on the 
lives of ordinary people. 
Scores of journalists, 
foreigners and Syrians, 
have been killed, wounded 
or taken hostage by 
terrorist groups in Syria 
and Iraq while struggling 
to provide an accurate 
account of these conflicts 
and atrocities that 
combatants on all sides 
seek to cover up. Read the 
inside stories on covering 
the Middle East’s wars.
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Cover Story After the Russian airline crash
Chaos in Sharm el-Sheikh as Sisi visits London

Fear of terror attacks among Brits will affect MENA tourism

London

W 

hile the world 
waited to learn 
the reason behind 
the Russian airline 
crash on October 

31st over Egypt,  about 14,000 Brit-
ish holidaymakers were stranded 
in the Red Sea resort of Sharm el-
Sheikh.

2015 has not been a great year 
for UK tourists who chose Arab 
countries as holiday destinations.

The March 2015 terror attack on 
the Bardo National Museum in Tu-
nis, in which 20 tourists died, and 
a massacre at a popular Tunisian 
beach resort in Sousse in June that 
left 38 people, 30 of whom were 
Britons, dead have raised fears 
among British holidaymakers of 
further terror attacks in popular 
Arab destinations.

The death toll at Sousse was the 
worst loss of life for Britain in a ji-

hadist attack since the July 2005 
bombings in London.

Mounira Ben Cherifa, deputy di-
rector of Tunisia Tourism Office in 
London, said that Tunisia was still 
open for business despite the ter-
ror attacks claimed by the Islamic 
State (ISIS) on its soil.

“We would like to remind Brit-
ish people that what happened in 
Tunisia could happen anywhere 
in the world. Tunisian people are 
friendly, peaceful and hospitable,” 
Ben Cherifa said.

The UK market is one of the most 
important for tourism in the Arab 
world as more and more Britons 
choose destinations in the Mid-
dle East and North Africa (MENA) 
to soak up the sun on the region’s 
beaches.

The fear of terrorism is cited as 
a key reason for opting for a “stay-
cation” in 2015, according to the 
World Travel market 2015 Industry 
Report.

 Nearly two-thirds — 61% — of 
the Brits who holidayed in the 
United Kingdom during 2015 said 
that terrorism threats were an im-
portant factor in their decision.

If the theory that the Russian air 
crash was caused by an ISIS bomb 
attack is confirmed, it would deal a 
major blow to tourism-dependent 
Arab countries where ISIS jihadists 
are active.

Britain suspended all flights to 
and from Sharm el-Sheikh and 
warned against all but essential air 
travel to the area.

Many major tour operators im-
mediately suspended packages 
to the beach resorts of the Sinai 
peninsula’s Red Sea coast, which 
could result in lasting damage to a 
key sector of the Egyptian econo-
my.

Egypt, which has been deal-
ing with political turmoil since 
the “Arab spring”, saw an aver-
age annual drop in the number of 
UK visitors of 18.5% from 2010 to 
2014, according to the Office for 
National Statistics.

Simon Press, senior director 
of World Travel Market London, 
said: “The travel industry is go-
ing through a testing time and, 
although terrorist attacks are rare, 
the fact is that fear, uncertainty 
and risk all play a part in holiday-
makers’ decisions nowadays.”

London

T 

housands of British tour-
ists have returned to Brit-
ain but thousands more 
were stranded in Sharm 
el-Sheikh, Egypt. Making 

the reverse journey, Egyptian Presi-
dent Abdel Fattah al-Sisi’s first state 
visit to London was overshadowed 
by Britain’s decision to halt flights 
to the Sinai tourist resort.

British attempts to return about 
20,000 tourists from Sharm el-
Sheikh continued as confusion 
reigned, with UK and Russian of-
ficials increasingly certain that 
Metrojet flight 9268 was brought 
down by a bomb while Cairo con-
tinued to refuse to concede foul 
play.

Estimates vary as to when all 
British tourists would return, with 
some officials saying that it could 
take as long as ten days due to 
heightened security procedures 
amid scenes of confusion at Sharm 
el-Sheikh airport.

“It was madness. Their [the Egyp-
tian] security is terrible and they 
are completely overwhelmed,” Brit-
ish tourist Marc Standen, 28, told 
the BBC on his return to the United 
Kingdom. He also blamed airlines 
and authorities. “They don’t have it 
under control,” he said.

Other tourists initially took a 
more laid-back view, happy that 
their holiday had been inadvert-
ently extended. But things took a 
turn for the worst on November 
6th following reports that a Brit-
ish passenger jet had come “within 
1,000 feet” of a rocket over Sharm 
el-Sheikh and had to take evasive 
action.

Egypt Foreign Ministry spokes-
man Ahmed Abu Zeid dubbed the 
claim “preposterous”.

“The incident involved a ground-
to-ground fire exercise at a military 
base a few kilometres from Sharm 
el-Sheikh airport… [There was] no 
ground-to-air firing involved what-

soever,” he said.
British tourist Chelsea Benson 

expressed relief on her return 
home. “It’s such a massive relief to 
be home, I’m just glad about that 
now, but there are still passengers 
out there,” she told the Manchester 
Evening News.

Britain suspended flights to 
Sharm el-Sheikh on November 5th 
after revealing that it had uncov-
ered evidence linking the Islamic 
State (ISIS) to the Russian passen-
ger jet which crashed October 31st 
killing all 224 people on board.

While Cairo and Moscow initially 
downplayed suggestions of terror-
ism, many countries — including 
Russia — suspended flights to the 
Red Sea resort and worked to return 
tourists home.

The Egyptian government said it 
was premature to say the plane was 
brought down by terrorists, call-
ing for other nations to wait for the 
findings of the official investigation 

into the crash without specifying a 
time frame for when that investiga-
tion will be released.

Sisi’s November 4th visit to Lon-
don was largely overshadowed by 
the British flight-ban decision, with 
reports that the Egyptian delega-
tion had been blindsided by British 
Prime Minister David Cameron’s or-
der to halt flights.

In his news conference with 
Cameron at 10 Downing Street, Sisi 
appeared torn between defending 
Egypt’s security record and acqui-
escing to the demands of his British 
ally, while Cameron also sought a 
middle road between cooperation 
and censure.

“Egypt is a vital partner for us 

both in terms of our economic and 
our security ties. We’re proud to 
be the largest foreign investor in 
Egypt and we want to help support 
growth and development in Egypt,” 
Cameron said.

But he made no move to publicly 
explain why his government had 
taken the decision to not inform 
Sisi that it was halting flights to 
Sharm el-Sheikh and return tourists 
to the United Kingdom.

“We’ve discussed the Russian 
plane crash and the situation in 
Sharm. We’re working intensively 
together in the spirit of close coop-
eration and I’m immensely grateful 
for all the efforts the Egyptian au-
thorities have made so far,” Cam-
eron added.

Sisi hailed the “strong relations” 
between Egypt and the United 
Kingdom, speaking of a political 
will on both sides to “enhance and 
upgrade” bilateral relations.

However, the Egyptian president 

also made sure to defend his coun-
try’s security record, particularly 
airport security, underlining that 
British teams visited Sharm el-
Sheikh airport ten months ago and 
were “happy” with Egyptian secu-
rity.

“We are completely ready to co-
operate with all our friends to make 
sure that the security measures tak-
en in our airport provide the safety 
and security needed for the people 
who come to Egypt,” Sisi said.

But senior Egyptian officials have 
complained that the intelligence 
that led Britain to halt flights has 
not been shared. “We expected that 
any technical information should 
have been shared with us, at a tech-
nical level, before publicising it in 
the media,” Egyptian Foreign Min-
ister Sameh Shoukry said on No-
vember 7th.

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

British Prime Minister David Cameron (R) with Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi in London, on November 5th.

British Embassy staff assist in the evacuation of tourists at the 
Sharm el-Sheikh International Airport, on November 6th.

Mahmud el-Shafey

Sisi’s November
 4th visit to London 
was largely 
overshadowed 
by the British
flight-ban decision.

Britain suspended 
flights to Sharm 
el-Sheikh on 
November 5th.

Fear, uncertainty 
and risk all play a 
part in 
holidaymakers’ 
decisions nowadays.

2015 has not been a 
great year for UK 
tourists who chose 
Arab countries as 
holiday 
destinations.

The Arab Weekly staff
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Cover Story After the Russian airline crash

Egypt desperately seeks rescue plan for tourism sector

Cairo

H 

aving been caught off-
guard after Britain and 
Russia halted flights 
to its Red Sea resort of 
Sharm el-Sheikh, Egypt 

is considering a contingency plan to 
circumvent the damage the recent 
developments could have on its 
tourism industry.

The plan, announced November 
7th by Tourism Minister Hisham 
Zaazou, includes an aggressive pro-
motion campaign to explore new 
tourist markets. It also involves me-
dia briefings in Egypt to give direct 
information to international media 
about the security situation at the 
Red Sea resort.

Britain halted flights to Sharm 
el-Sheikh and sought to evacuate 
up to 20,000 British citizens at the 
resort. The decision came after the 
October 31st crash of a Russian pas-
senger plane 23 minutes after take-
off from Sharm el-Sheikh en route to 
St Petersburg, Russia, killing all 224 
people on board.

The British decision reverberated 
across Egypt’s tourism sector, which 
accounts for about 15% of the coun-
try’s national income, according to 
the Federation of Tourist Chambers 
(FTC), the independent guild of the 
country’s tourism investors and 
tour operators.

Part of the shock stems from the 
fact that Britain sends almost 1 mil-
lion tourists to Egypt every year. An-
other reason is that Egypt’s tourism 
sector was showing signs of recov-

ery after years of turmoil following 
the 2011 uprising that had derailed 
it.

Egypt expected its tourism sec-
tor to pick up again this year and at-
tract up to 13% more tourists than in 
2014, when about 10 million tourists 
visited Egypt.

The view in Cairo following the 
British decision to halt flights to 
Sharm el-Sheikh is that Egypt is 
being punished for its growing ties 
with Russia with Syria being at the 
centre.

“Our country is being caught in 
the middle of an intelligence war 
between Russia and the West over 
Syria,” FTC member Abdel Rahman 
Anwar said. “Our tourism sector has 

just started to pick up after years of 
loss.”

Egypt has vocally supported Rus-
sia’s air campaign in Syria, a cam-
paign that has brought Russian Pres-
ident Vladimir Putin condemnation 
from the United States, Israel and 
some European countries.

Yet, Putin gave Egypt’s tourism 
sector its most painful blow when on 
November 6th, he halted all flights 
to Egypt and ordered the evacuation 
of the more than 80,000 Russian 
tourists from Sharm el-Sheikh.

Russia’s decision to halt flights au-
gurs slow death for Egypt’s’ tourism 
sector. Apart from its contagiously 
devastating effect should other 
countries follow Putin’s actions, 

Russia itself sends Egypt about 3 
million tourists every year.

About 75% of the tourists who vis-
it Egypt go to Sharm el-Sheikh and 
Hurghada, another Red Sea resort.

The stampede of Russian and 
British tourists out of Sharm el-
Sheikh started soon after Britain 
and Russia halted flights to the re-
sort. There were photos of tourists 
from the countries standing in long 
lines at Sharm el-Sheikh airport 
preparing to board planes. Local 
newspapers, meanwhile, ran pho-
tos of tourists arriving at the resort 
for vacations.

Hossam al-Shaer, another FTC 
member, said he expected Egypt’s 
tourism sector to lose up to $1 billion 
in the coming weeks if the govern-
ment does not contain the effects of 
the British and Russian moves.

“We can even witness more dire 
consequences if we do not take ac-
tion now,” he said.

Fears in London and Moscow, as 
well as in other international capi-
tals, are based on what officials in 
those capitals describe as intel-
ligence information that a bomb 
caused the Russian plane to break 
apart and crash.

Some Israeli newspapers claimed 
Sinai militants affiliated with the 
Islamic State (ISIS) had acquired 
Russian-made missiles from Islam-
ist militants in Libya that can strike 
targets 14,325 metres away. The last 
contact with the Russia plane had it 
at 9,400 metres.

Egypt has dismissed the reports as 
“premature” and called on all par-
ties to wait for the results of an in-
quiry into the reasons for the plane 
crash.

Egyptian Foreign Minister Sameh 
Shoukry on November 8th said that 
countries claiming to have informa-
tion about an ISIS involvement in 
the crash did not share it with Cairo.

His comments came soon after 
an unnamed US intelligence official 
said that the United States had in-
tercepted communications between 
Sinai militants and ISIS leaders in 
Raqqa, their stronghold in north-
ern Syria, in which they celebrated 
shooting down the Russian plane.

Egypt wants to do anything to sal-
vage its tourism sector from a feared 
domino effect from the British and 
Russian moves.

Shaer and his colleagues are put-
ting together a number of sugges-
tions to prevent this effect. The sug-
gestions include allowing Egypt’s 
national carrier, EgyptAir, to fly in 
tourists from London and Moscow, 
exploring new tourism markets and 
easing some visa requirements.

“We need to act now before the 
tourism sector starts to feel the 
heat from the British and Russian 
decisions,” Shaer said. “If not, the 
tourism sector will be in for unprec-
edented losses.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher is a 
Cairo-based contributor to The 
Arab Weekly.

Sinai slaughter in the skies: The terror dimension

Beirut

T 

he apparent bombing 
of the Russian Airbus 
A321-200 that crashed in 
Egypt’s Sinai peninsula, 
killing all 224 people 

aboard, marks a new milestone in 
modern terrorism, an era that be-
gan with the carnage of September 
11, 2001.

The slaughter in Sinai was the 
first successful in-flight bombing 
of a civilian passenger jet since 
Chechen jihadist suicide attackers, 
both women, destroyed two Rus-
sian airliners in flight almost si-
multaneously on August 24, 2004, 
killing 90 people.

The Wilayat Sinai, or Sinai Prov-
ince, the Egyptian wing of the Mus-
lim caliphate declared by Islamic 
State (ISIS) in June 2014, claimed 
three times that it destroyed the 
Airbus operated by Russia’s Koga-
lymavia airline, also known as 
Metrojet.

It did not specify how but said 
the attack, Russia’s deadliest air 
disaster, was retaliation for Russia 
President Vladimir Putin’s armed 
intervention to rescue the embat-
tled regime of Syrian President 
Bashar Assad.

US and British intelligence re-
ported that before the October 
31st crash electronic surveillance 
networks intercepted “chatter” 
between the ISIS leadership and its 
Sinai wing that indicated a major 
operation was under way.

Investigators say the jet blew up 
at an altitude of 9,400 metres, 23 
minutes after taking off for St Pe-
tersburg from the Red Sea resort of 
Sharm el-Sheikh carrying mostly 
Russian vacationers.

If flight 9268 was indeed 
bombed, it would be one of the 
most lethal terrorist actions since 
the 2001 attacks and possibly the 
most significant because it sug-
gests that ISIS, al-Qaeda’s savage 
successor, is branching out from 
conquering Arab territory for its 
self-proclaimed caliphate span-
ning Syria and Iraq to mass-casual-
ty attacks on the non-Arab world.

British analyst Simon Tisdall ob-
served that “Putin has put Russia 
directly in the firing line” by send-
ing forces to support Assad and 
supposedly hammer ISIS, which 
Moscow sees as a threat by fanning 
the flames of jihad in Russia’s vola-
tile, Muslim-majority republics.

US Defense Secretary Ashton 
Carter warned in October that Pu-
tin’s armed intervention into the 
increasingly toxic war in Syria 
“will have consequences for Rus-
sia itself… In the coming days, the 
Russians will begin to suffer casu-
alties.”

The 224 people who died in 
the Metrojet crash may not have 
been what Carter had in mind but 
that slaughter in the skies over Si-
nai could be a brutal precursor of 
what’s to come as a vengeful Rus-
sia concentrates its firepower in 
Syria, and probably Iraq as well, on 
ISIS.

The Baghdad parliament has 
been seeking Russian air power 
to escalate the war against ISIS 
in Iraq, a campaign that has been 
largely stymied since the Iraqi 
military collapsed after ISIS seized 
the northern city of Mosul and de-
clared its caliphate.

If Metrojet flight 9268 was de-
stroyed by a bomb, the shock 
waves could be widespread and 
deadly.

Shashank Joshi of the Royal 

United Services Institute, a Lon-
don think-tank, noted that “the 
irony is that Vladimir Putin could 
be pressed into actually doing 
what he has been pretending to do 
for a month: directly targeting ISIS 
in Syria.

“Moscow has dropped over 
90% of its bombs on areas where 
ISIS has little presence. Instead 
it has focused more on moder-
ate rebel groups fighting the re-
gime of Bashar Assad, including 
many backed by the US. But press-
ing ISIS harder could bring the  
Russians into closer proximity to 
the US-led coalition” in Syria, Joshi 
said.

Moscow, he added, could use the 
Sinai disaster to justify expand-
ing its presence in Syria, which 
the United States says has already 
grown from 2,000 military person-
nel in early September to 4,000 
now.

“That could further constrain 

the West’s own options and mas-
sively amplify the already growing 
refugee flow,” he warned. “If the of-
ficial investigations point towards 
ISIS, we could see things moving 
quickly.”

The Americans have hammered 
ISIS in Iraq and Syria with a cam-
paign of air strikes since the sum-
mer of 2014. These may have done 
some damage but they have not di-
minished ISIS’s operational capa-
bilities and its stunning rise or the 
threat its self-proclaimed caliphate 
represents through its transcend-
ent appeal to marginalised Mus-
lims.

The barbaric group, having thor-
oughly eclipsed its predecessor, 
al-Qaeda, “is uniquely resilient 
and remains extremely dangerous 
and unpredictable”, the US-based 
global security consultancy Strat-
for observed.

If ISIS’s Sinai wing was indeed 
responsible for destroying the Rus-

sian Airbus, it will mark a sharp 
intensification of its operational 
capabilities, hitherto restricted to 
Egypt.

By escalating its actions outside 
the Middle East into a “foreign 
strategy”, ISIS will transform itself 
from a regional threat to a global 
one — a major boost to its claim to 
be the standard bearer of militant 
Islam.

“If confirmed, this attack would 
mark a major shift by the Islamic 
State and should force us to re-
think the threat that the group 
poses to the world,” warned Daniel 
L. Byman, a counterterrorism ex-
pert with the Brookings Institution 
in Washington.

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

James Bruce

Police inspect cars going into the airport of the Red Sea resort of Sharm el-Sheikh, on November 7th.

The apparent 
bombing of the 
Russian Airbus 
A321-200 marks a 
new milestone in 
modern terrorism.

If Metrojet flight 
9268 was destroyed 
by a bomb, the shock 
waves could be 
widespread and 
deadly.

Hassan Abdel Zaher

A German tourist at the Karnak Temple in Luxor, Egypt,
on November 6th.

“Our country is 
being caught in the 
middle of an 
intelligence war 
between Russia and 
the West over Syria.”
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News & Analysis The war in Syria

Damascus

A 

s eyes turn to Vienna 
where regional and in-
ternational stakeholders 
in the Syrian conflict are 
set to meet, the military 

competition between the Syrian re-
gime and the opposition to improve 
the negotiating positions of their 
big-power patrons has been inten-
sifying on the ground.

The meeting, the third in less 
than a month aimed at finding a 
political solution to the war, will go 
one once again without any of the 
Syrian adversaries in attendance.

Russia’s intervention in 
September by establishing an 
airbase in Syria from which to 
mount air strikes against rebel 
forces — supposedly the Islamic 
State (ISIS) but mostly against 
groups backed by the United States 
and Saudi Arabia — has thrust the 
war to the negotiating table.

This has brought Iran, a key sup-
porter of Syrian President Bashar 
Assad, into the talks for the first 
time, with its arch-rival, Saudi Ara-
bia, an implacable Assad foe.

Syrian military analyst Hassan 
Hassan attributes “the acceleration 
in the military struggle to clashes in 

diplomacy” between regional and 
international players who have pre-
viously met in Vienna.

“The two — war and diplomacy — 
are going hand in hand, especially 
after ‘countries hostile to the Syr-
ian people’ announced that they’ve 
supplied the opposition with mod-
ern and sophisticated weapons in 
rural Hama and Idlib,” he said.

For Hassan, the Russian air strikes 
which began on September 30th, 
were decisive in rekindling falter-
ing diplomatic efforts. “Russia’s 
air force compelled Washington to 
go to Vienna to discuss a political 
solution, otherwise the Americans 
would have continued to resist ne-
gotiations,” he said.

In the run-up to the November 
14th meeting, which will include 
China in addition to 19 stakehold-
ers, the battlefield has changed dra-
matically with rebels recapturing 
territory in the Hama countryside 
that had been seized by Assad’s reg-
ular army in the first weeks of the 
Russian air campaign.

A military source played down 
the regime’s setbacks in the race to 
control as much ground as possible 
ahead of the Vienna talks, arguing 
that the army was advancing on 
the Kweyris military airport near 
Aleppo, which he said is the main 
strategic objective of the Russian 
operation in Syria.

Jihad Makdissi, an independent 
Syrian politician based in Dubai, 
said military operations are ulti-
mately aimed at bolstering negoti-
ating positions. “All parties, without 
exception, stress that there cannot 
be a military solution to the Syrian 
conflict,” said Makdissi, a former 
Syrian Foreign Ministry spokesman 
who defected in 2012.

“As such, any military escalation 
should be interpreted as an attempt 
by the various stakeholders to im-
prove their terms at the negotiating 
table which everyone is waiting for, 
be it in Vienna or Geneva.”

Moscow-based Syrian journal-
ist Taha Abdel Wahed pointed to 
Russia’s announcement that it was 
about reinforcing its air defence 
systems to protect its bases in Syria, 
a move that followed the apparent 
bombing of a Russian passenger 
plane over Egypt’s Sinai peninsula 
on October 31st. The attack was 
claimed by ISIS as retaliation for 
Russian President Vladimir Putin’s 
foray into Syria.

“Moscow is definitely worried 
about the rebels being supplied 
with anti-aircraft weapons, because 
the downing of a Russian war plane 
will be bad news for Putin and any 
casualties would trigger an outcry 
at home for an end to the Syria op-
eration,” Abdel Wahed said.

He stressed that the Russian lead-
ership knows this and did not plan 
to fight a protracted war in Syria. 
“Moscow wants to secure military 
air, naval and missile bases in Syria, 
in return for beefing up Assad’s posi-
tion in future negotiations,” he said. 
“It’s basically betting on achieving 
resounding military gains, which 
would be followed by an escalation 
of diplomacy and a gradual easing 
of military operations.”

However, renewed US military 
support for the opposition fol-
lowing the Russian intervention 
has further complicated matters. 
“What’s happening on the ground 
today is a feverish race by antago-
nists to reinforce the positions of 
their regional and global patrons 
at the upcoming talks,” said Abou 
Hassan al-Ali, a rebel field com-
mander in northern Syria.

“The regime and its Russian and 
Iranian allies have accelerated the 
ground battles in a desperate at-
tempt to achieve last-minute gains 
ahead of Vienna but fortunately 
we’ve been able to withstand the 
first strikes.”

As the stakeholders prepared for 

the talks, there has been little pro-
gress on one of the main sticking 
points, that of the fate of Assad. 
While Russia and Iran insist that 
Assad must have a role in any tran-
sitional period following a cease-
fire, Saudi Arabia is adamant that 
he must go.

The worst-case scenario would 
be a large-scale military escala-
tion that might not be matched by 
political progress in Vienna if the 
United States and Russia decide to 
go head-to-head in Syria.

Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based 
journalist and regular contributor 
to The Arab Weekly. He has been 
covering Syria since 1995.

Syria rivals seek battlefield 
gains before Vienna peace talks
Khalil Hamlo
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US strategy for Syria more hopeful than realistic

T 

he Obama administra-
tion, at least for now, 
has adopted a two-
pronged approach to 
the Syrian crisis: 1) a 
slightly ramped up 

military campaign against the 
Islamic State (ISIS) that involves 
assisting Syrian Kurds and some 
Arab tribes in eastern Syria to take 
the city of Raqqa, with the 
advising support of 50 US Special 
Forces; and 2) a diplomatic 
approach in Vienna with a broad 
array of countries that aims to 
achieve a ceasefire between the 
regime and non-jihadist rebel 
groups and, eventually, a political 
solution.

Both of these approaches have 
merit but the negatives outweigh 
the positives.

On the military side, the United 
States has abandoned its expen-
sive military training programme 
of carefully vetted anti-ISIS rebel 
forces, with the death or capture 
of the small number of them who 
were infiltrated back to Syria. It has 
instead settled on a policy of work-
ing directly with Syrian Kurds and 
some Arab tribes in eastern Syria 
who have proven to be effective 
fighters against ISIS.

An unnamed White House of-
ficial told the Washington Post: 
“We learned that some of our local 
partners did well and others didn’t. 
So we are doubling down on those 

who did well.”
US President Barack Obama’s 

decision to send 50 members of 
the US Special Forces into Syria to 
help these Kurdish and Arab forces 
reflects a perception in the White 
House that the combination of 
ramped up US air strikes and the 
willingness of these forces to take 
the fight to ISIS might succeed in 
kicking the group out of Raqqa, 
the capital of the so-called Islamic 
State, and break the logistical con-
nection between ISIS forces in 
eastern Syria and western Iraq.

The problem is that there is 
growing distrust between Kurds 
and Arabs in Syria, with the latter 
believing the former wants to 
carve out territory in northern and 
eastern Syria for a state of their 
own. This perception among ethnic 
Arabs of eastern Syria might hinder 
the effort to take Raqqa because 
many of the inhabitants in that 
area, who are chafing under ISIS 
rule, might not see the Kurds as 
their saviours even if some Arab 
tribes join them in this effort.

In addition, Syrian rebel groups 
outside of eastern Syria are gener-
ally opposed to a Kurdish autono-
mous region in Syria. Hence, even 
if ISIS is driven out of Syria, a new 
conflict might emerge between 
these rebels and the Kurds. Some 
Syrian rebels have charged that the 
Kurds are acting at the behest of 
the Assad regime.

Moreover, Turkey is not likely 
to countenance a Kurdish autono-
mous zone in eastern and northern 
Syria, because it sees the Syrian 
Kurds as linked to the Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party — “PKK terrorists” 
in the parlance of Ankara — of 
south-eastern Turkey. It is possi-
ble that the Erdogan government, 
fresh off its electoral victory, might 
mount an offensive in northern 
and eastern Syria against the Syrian 

Kurdish militias.
On the diplomatic side, the late 

October meeting in Vienna that 
brought together foreign ministers 
from 16 countries, plus representa-
tives from the European Union and 
the United Nations, revealed agree-
ment on some issues but sharp 
differences on others.

The diplomats agreed on the 
need for a ceasefire between the 
Assad government and non-jihadist 
rebel groups and issued a state-
ment declaring their support for 

an independent and secular Syria 
where the rights of religious and 
ethnic minorities will be protected.

But on the tricky issue of 
whether Syrian President Bashar 
Assad should stay or go, there was 
no agreement. Russia and Iran are 
clearly not in favour of abandon-
ing Assad, while others want him 
to leave “the sooner the better”, 
in the words of the Saudi foreign 
minister.

The US position remains that As-
sad should go but US Secretary of 
State John Kerry has indicated flex-
ibility on this issue because, as a 
practical matter, the Assad govern-
ment needs to be part of a ceasefire 
as well as a transition period lead-
ing to a new government.

There are many problems with 
this diplomatic strategy. First, it 
is not clear whether the Assad 
government or the rebels will agree 
to a ceasefire. It will take heavy 
persuasion by both Russia and Iran 
to compel Assad to do so, and nei-
ther of these countries is showing 
any inclination in that direction. 
Second, the rebels might not sup-
port a ceasefire if it leaves Assad in 
place, even temporarily. And third, 
there appears to be no agreement 
on what a political solution would 
look like.

Despite these problems, the 
United States is likely to press on 
with the Vienna process because 
it believes that only a political 
solution between the regime and 
the non-jihadist rebels will end the 
violence. But that depends on the 
goodwill of many political actors 
that is absent right now.

Gregory Aftandilian is an 
associate of the Middle East 
Center at the University of 
Massachusetts-Lowell and is a 
former US State Department Middle 
East analyst.

Gregory 
Aftandilian

View point
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US Secretary of State John Kerry (L), Saudi 
Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir (R), and 
Turkish Foreign Minister Feridun Sinirlioglu, 
in Vienna, last October.
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Russia in the Levant

Washington

W 

inston Churchill fa-
mously described 
Russia as “a riddle 
wrapped in a mys-
tery inside an enig-

ma”.
The Russia of President Vladimir 

Putin is a bit more transparent — 
Putin speaks publicly frequently 
and often has been quite direct in 
stating his objectives. For example, 
when he first intervened militar-
ily in Syria, he claimed it was part 
of the global war against terrorism. 
And his military has conferred with 
the United States and its allies to en-
sure that there are no fender bend-
ers at 30,000 feet.

But should we take Putin at his 
word? After all, most of Russia’s air 
strikes have not been against the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) but have targeted 
the so-called Syrian moderates, 
some of whom have been support-
ed by the United States and Gulf Co-
operation Council (GCC) countries.

A round-table discussion at the 
Arab Gulf States Institute in Wash-
ington (AGSIW) explored exactly 
what Russia’s objectives are and 
how Putin’s policies have affected 
Russian-GCC relations. Hussein 
Ibish, senior resident scholar at AG-
SIW, noted that Russia’s interven-
tion followed a string of battlefield 
victories by anti-regime rebels in 
areas that the Assad regime desper-
ately needed to hold. Putin acted, 
Ibish said, to “prevent the downfall 
or significant degrading of the re-
gime”.

Assuming Ibish is correct — that 
Putin acted out of fear  — what does 
Russia aim to achieve now that it is 
actively involved and has troops on 
the ground in Syria?

Mark Katz, professor of govern-
ment and politics at George Mason 
University, said that at this point 
Russia has three overriding objec-
tives: to protect “its last real ally 
in the Arab world”; to strengthen 
Putin with his domestic audience 
by demonstrating his decisiveness; 
and to provide “a useful distraction 
from the mess in Ukraine”.

The domestic factor also was em-
phasised by Bessma Momani, as-
sociate professor of international 
affairs at the University of Waterloo 
in Canada. Russia’s economy under 
Putin has been a failure, Momani 
said, that “runs on oil money and 
oligarch support”. Because Putin 
controls the Russian media, Mom-

ani said, he can “build up his per-
sona” and spin every story to his 
favour. His underlying message: 
“Mother Russia is back.”

An added benefit for Putin, Mom-
ani said, is that his intervention in 
Syria has been “a thorn in America’s 
side”.

Ibish suggested that Putin may 
have a “maximalist goal” of creat-
ing a new Moscow-led Middle East 
alliance including Iran, the Assad 
regime, Hezbollah and possibly 
Iraq. But he acknowledged that this 
would be a fantasy, even if Putin be-
lieves it is possible.

The GCC states, like the rest of the 
world, were surprised by Russia’s 
intervention but Fahad Nazer, an 
intelligence analyst with consultan-
cy JTG Inc. and a former analyst at 
the Saudi Arabian embassy in Wash-
ington, said Riyadh finds it easier to 
understand Putin’s moves than it 

does US President Barack Obama’s.
Given that “Saudi-Iranian rela-

tions are getting worse by the day”, 
the Saudi leadership will continue 
to maintain its dialogue with Mos-
cow despite differences over the 
future of Syrian President Bashar 
Assad, Nazer said.

Russia’s position towards Assad 
was subject to debate. Momani said 
Moscow’s relationship is a “mar-
riage of convenience” and that Rus-
sian loyalty is “to the regime, not to 
Assad personally”. Also, depend-
ing on a cost-benefit analysis, Pu-
tin could agree to Assad’s removal. 
Katz, however, said that Putin “is 
loyal to Assad because he is loyal to 
those who are loyal to him”.

Katz noted that Putin wants to 
demonstrate to Central Asia’s au-
thoritarian leaders that he will not 
abandon them — if they suspect he 
might, they could switch allegiance 
to China. Even if Putin were willing 
to sacrifice Assad, Katz said “the 
Russians cannot remove Assad if 
the Iranians do not agree to it”.

None of the experts expressed 
much hope for the Vienna process. 
Nazer said that the United States 
pushed for Iran’s inclusion in talks 
in the Austrian city, against Saudi 
Arabia’s wishes. After Iran’s pro-
vocative performance at the confer-
ence, Riyadh was able to tell Wash-
ington, “We told you so”. Nazer 
said the Saudi-Iranian tension at 
the Vienna conference worsened 
their already bitter relationship.

Russia indeed risks getting into 
a “quagmire”, as Obama suggested 
would happen. Russia primarily 
attacked non-ISIS rebels for obvi-
ous reasons: It wants to present 
the only options as Bashar Assad or 

ISIS and hopes the rest of the world 
eventually concurs. But Russia’s at-
tacks have spurred the Gulf states 
to increase support for non-ISIS 
rebels and one of Putin’s fears is 
that this support eventually could 
include advanced anti-aircraft mis-
siles capable of bringing down Rus-
sian planes.

The US position on Syria contin-
ues to confuse Gulf policy-makers, 
said Nazer. The bottom line, ac-
cording to both Katz and Momani, 
is that Obama is determined to 
limit US involvement as much as 
possible. Putin is aware of this, said 
Momani, and as a result “knows 
that he has a free hand until the 
next president comes into office”.

Ibish was more directly critical 
of US policy, calling US Secretary 
of State John Kerry’s stated posi-
tion — Assad must go, but not right 
away — “an oxymoron”. Ibish has 
concluded that the White House 
“cannot identify a plausible con-
ceivable outcome it can accept, nor 
an acceptable outcome that is plau-
sible”.

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.

What does Russia want?
Washington round-table discussion examines Moscow’s motives in Syria
Mark Habeeb

A Sukhoi Su-24M military aircraft landing at the Hamim air base 
near Latakia, Syria.
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News & Analysis

Amman

J 

ordan had reached a security 
agreement with Russia that 
allows the Arab kingdom an-
other outlet to fight the Islam-
ic State (ISIS) and other mili-

tants in Syria and Iraq and keeps it 
apprised of the fate of Bashar Assad, 
whose ouster it once advocated.

The October 23rd agreement with 
Russia, Assad’s backer and longtime 
ally, boosts Jordan’s endeavour to 
avenge ISIS’s gruesome murder of 
Royal Jordanian Air Force Lieuten-
ant Muath al-Kasasbeh by burning 
him alive in a cage. Jordanian King 
Abdullah II publicly pledged to 
avenge Kasasbeh’s death.

The deal marks a Jordanian shift 
towards Assad, although not out-
side the realm of its traditional US 
ally, which — in the face of Russian 
intransigence — started talking of 
allowing the Syrian president to re-
main in office until new elections 
sometime in the next two years.

Most of Washington’s Arab al-
lies are altering their stances as was 
evident in October meetings that 
included Russia, the United States, 
Iran, Saudi Arabia and other coun-

tries involved in the Syrian crisis.
Arab delegates, except Saudi Ara-

bia, at those meetings seemed to 
back off demands that Assad quit. 
The shift points to a new willingness 
to return to dialogue with the As-
sad regime. The switch in Jordan’s 
stance could displease the Saudis, 
the country’s largest Arab bank-
rollers, who insist that Assad step 
down.

In an implicit reference to Saudi 
Arabia, a Jordanian government of-
ficial told The Arab Weekly: “We re-
spect the desires of other states, but 
Jordan is a sovereign nation and has 
interests that must be served and 
protected.”

“Russia is fighting militants who 
are a menace to our stability and 
the United States has a coalition 
also fighting ISIS,” the official said, 
referring to the US-led coalition for 
which Jordan has flown numerous 
sorties over ISIS strongholds in Syria 
and Iraq.

“We have agreements with both 
[the US and Russia] and we want to 
see the [ISIS] bunch of outlaws re-
strained and its members brought to 
justice,” the official added, insisting 
on anonymity, citing the sensitive 
nature of his comments.

In the October agreement, Mos-
cow and Amman agreed to establish 
a “special working mechanism” to 
share information on counterterror-
ism operations in Syria, according to 
a Jordanian government announce-
ment.

Russian Foreign Minister Sergei 
Lavrov said the agreement allows 
the militaries of the two countries to 
coordinate actions, including mili-
tary aircraft missions over Syrian 

territory.
Jordanian Information Minister 

Mohammad Momani said the agree-
ment was specifically related to 
southern Syria, on Jordan’s northern 
border.

“It aims to ensure security of the 
kingdom’s northern frontier,” Mom-
ani said.

He insisted that Jordan “remains 
an active member of the interna-
tional coalition fighting the Daesh 
terror group,” he said, using the Ara-
bic acronym for ISIS.

Ziad al-Majali, Jordan’s ambas-
sador to Russia, said establishing 
a “special working mechanism” to 
share information on Syrian opera-
tions increases military cooperation 
between the countries to an unprec-
edented level.

“It will not be just in the form of 
information exchange,” Majali said. 
“We see a necessity to be on the 
ground as Jordan has a border with 
Syria.

“When it comes to combating re-
gional terrorism, we have to be there 
in the forefront.”

Over the decades, Jordan main-
tained close diplomatic and security 
ties with the United States.  Amman 
allowed US military strategists ac-
cess to its northern border to help 
it devise plans to fend off attacks 
from Syria. The US military has also 
deployed about a dozen F-16s to a 
Jordanian air base from which they 
have been hitting targets in Iraq and 
Syria.

Additionally, several hundred US 
advisers have been sent to the king-
dom to prevent the Syrian war from 
spilling over into Jordan.

CIA operatives, along with Brit-
ish and French instructors, trained 
moderate Syrian forces over the 
years, more recently to fight ISIS. 
Earlier batches, trained to fight 
Assad, were sent across a porous 
375-kilometre border into Syria.

Nonetheless, the deployment of 
US military assets to Jordan sparked 
opposition among some Jordanians, 
particularly religious fanatics, who 
are opposed to a Western presence 
in the country.

On November 9th, a Jordanian 

police captain killed two US police 
instructors, one South African and 
two Jordanian interpreters at a po-
lice training centre east of Amman. 
Two other Americans, a Lebanese 
and three Jordanians were also 
wounded before the shooter was 
killed by fellow officers.

Retired Jordanian Army General 
Qassem Saleh said “one should not 
read too much into the security ac-
cord with Russia”.

“It’s evident that Russia has the 
final word in Syria,” he said. “Syria is 
on our frontier and we must ensure 
that Russia forces respects the bor-
der and refrains from penetrating 
our airspace.

“Russia has a duty in Syria to 
strike at ISIS strongholds and we 
have a duty to keep our land border 
and airspace safe with no violations 
from any side.”

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

Security 
agreement with 
Russia marks 
Jordan shift
Jamal J. Halaby

Chechen soldiers, representing Russia, compete in the 7th Annual Warrior Competition at the King 
Abdullah Special Operations Training Centre in Amman, last April.

“Russia has a duty in 
Syria to strike at ISIS 
strongholds and we 
have a duty to keep 
our land border and 
airspace safe.”
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Opinion

The Russian plane 
crash in Sinai: Bad 
news either way

O
fficially, we don’t 
yet know what 
caused a Russian 
passenger jet flying 
holidaymakers from 
Sharm el-Sheikh to 

Russia to explode over the Sinai. 
Whatever brought down the 
plane and killed 224 people is not 
good news in the ongoing and 
expanding Middle East crisis.

Titbits of information have 
begun to filter out, primarily 
from British and US intelligence 
sources, indicating that it was very 
likely a bomb placed on the plane 
that was the cause of the disaster. 
The Egyptians are saying much, 
hiding behind the fact that it is too 
early to really know what hap-
pened.

However, if the crash was 
caused by a bomb, chances 
are they should know after 
examining debris from the 
plane and the condition 
of bodies recovered if an 
explosive device had been 
detonated.

US and British intelligence 
services have indicated 
— albeit discreetly — they 

believe it was a bomb that 
brought down the plane. This, 
they claim, is based on “chatter”.

The facts on the ground lead to 
the conclusion that it was indeed 

an explosion, in other words a 
bomb, that brought down the 
aeroplane. Otherwise, why else 
would the Russians, the British 
and other Europeans cancel flights 
to and from tourist destinations 
in Egypt’s Sinai peninsula? That 
would not have been the case if 
there were not strong indications 
that it was a bomb.

If confirmed that it was a bomb-
ing, it brings the current conflict 
between Islamists and the rest of 
the world in new light. And it’s a 
pretty morbid light.

It shows that the Islamic State 
(ISIS) or sympathisers of the 
movement penetrated the security 
perimeter of Sharm el-Sheikh 
International Airport. This could 
have happened a number of ways.

They could have a sympathiser 
working at the airport or some-
one who was paid off or coerced 
to comply through threats. That 
person could easily add a suitcase 
to the luggage load on any aero-
plane. This would explain why 
several carriers flying European 
tourists out of the Sinai allowed 
only carry-on luggage, leaving 
checked-in bags to be forwarded 
at a later date as an added security 
measure.

Maybe it is time for airlines to 
seriously consider bringing back 
the practice of having passengers 
down on the tarmac identifying 
their bags before they are loaded. 
The trouble is that it is time-
consuming and planes fall behind 
schedule, which hurts the air 
travel industry’s bottom line.

If radical Islamists are behind 
this plot it takes the conflict to 
a new level and adds a new peg 
in the security challenges at all 
airports.

Securing luggage is a very diffi-
cult procedure. One of the security 
requirements in air travel is that 
luggage remains in the custody of 
the traveller after packing. But it 
is not unusual on holiday tours for 
passengers to leave bags at a hotel 
luggage room or with a porter 
while they enjoy a last few hours 
of sightseeing or sunbathing, then 
return to the hotel to pick up the 
luggage and head to the airport.

When asked if the luggage was 
in their possession all the time 
since it was packed, they typically 
answer, yes.

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

Claude Salhani

If radical Islamists 
are behind this plot 
it takes the conflict 
to a new level.

I  

t is all but certain that terrorists were behind the crash of 
Russia’s Metrojet f light 9268, which departed Sharm el-Sheikh, 
Egypt, on October 31st. The crash of the A321 passenger plane 
caused the death of all 224 people aboard.

In video, audio and written messages, the Islamic State (ISIS) 
terrorist organisation claimed responsibility for downing the 
Russian plane. It even celebrated the killing of Russian tourists 

as a “healing of the soul” and called the civilian victims of the Metrojet 
f light “crusader Russians”.

It will take a longer investigation to identify the exact parties behind 
this atrocity but the mere bragging by ISIS about carrying out the 
bombing reflects a willingness to, at least, condone the mass murder of 
innocent civilians. More disturbingly, it suggests that taking responsi-
bility for such heinous acts serves as a recruiting tool for ISIS. The boast 
of responsibility reconfirms the hostility of ISIS and other Salafist 
jihadist groups towards modern civilisation. Travel and tourism are 
particularly targeted because they serve as a bridge between nations, 
across cultures and faiths. Such contact threatens the religious extrem-
ists’ vision of a society they want to see imposed, not only on Muslim 
populations but on all humanity.

At a time when the global travel industry was starting to recover from 
the disruptive effects of 9/11, and millions of tourists were once again 
exploring other cultures and society, we are faced with an unexpected 
dramatic twist that could change travel as we know it. The precaution-
ary refusal by airlines to carry luggage in the holds of f lights from 
Sharm el-Sheikh could be a harbinger of stringent restrictions to come 
on international travel.

The Sharm el-Sheikh tragedy will be a serious blow to Egypt’s 
tourism industry, the way Tunisia’s tourist sector suffered after the 
June attack against the Sousse beach resort. Egyptian authorities were 
banking on the continued recovery of the tourism sector this year 
towards its 2010 level of 14.7 million arrivals. Tourism constitutes 11% 
of Egypt’s gross domestic product, employs 11.5% of its workforce and 
ensures about 20% of hard currency revenues. Economic failure and 
chaos in Egypt, the most populous of Arab countries, is definitely not a 
scenario the region can afford.

It is virtually impossible to predict and much less prevent every 
terrorism act but the Sharm el-Sheikh crash raises questions about the 
quality of intelligence information exchanged between Arab and 
Western nations.

Cairo seems to have been caught unaware of the available informa-
tion that motivated Western countries’ decisions concerning travel to 
Egypt. British Foreign Secretary Philip Hammond, replying to the 
misgivings expressed by his Egyptian counterpart regarding London’s 
decision to repatriate its nationals, said, “I recognise his concern but 
with respect to him he hasn’t seen all the information we have.” Maybe 
he should have had.

Fighting an unprecedented global security threat such as that of ISIS 
will require more intelligence sharing and better security cooperation 
to ensure the safety of all, including tourists. The tragic crash of the 
Metrojet f light puts that point beyond any doubt.

Global security after the 
Russian jetliner crash
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The Odd Couple

I t is no secret that US 
President Barack Obama 
and Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu 
cannot stand each other 
personally, yet they remain 

fated to work together in a 
cynical relationship that neither 
wants but both need and cannot 
escape.

The two men resemble a loveless 
marriage filled with bitterness, 
insults and recriminations, 
which yet provides a mysterious 
sustenance for both parties.

Israel obviously needs the more 
than $3 billion a year it receives 
in military aid from the United 
States plus the continuing US 
diplomatic support, especially 
at the United Nations, without 
which Israel would face potentially 
catastrophic isolation.

For his part, Obama needs 
Israel and its well-financed and 
formidably organised supporters 
in the United States, too.

With US grand strategy against 
the Islamic State (ISIS) in tatters, 
the last thing Obama wants or 
needs is to hand his Republican 
critics the charge that he is “weak” 
on Israel as well.

Also US policymakers are at a 
loss about what to do about ISIS. 
However, they at least recognise 
that their traditional allies — 

Egypt, Saudi Arabia, 
Jordan and Turkey — need 
to be militarily strong to 
withstand the waves of 
destabilisation, chaos and 
revolution that feckless US 
policies helped unleash 
by smashing the state 
structures of Syria, Iraq, 
Yemen and Libya.

For Obama, keeping 
Israel strong against the 

threats of Iran, Hezbollah and 
Hamas fits into this strategy.

In fact, for all their mutual 
loathing, Obama and Netanyahu 

are far more alike than either 
would want to admit.

Both have presided with 
considerable skill over sustained 
economic recoveries in countries 
that had previously gone through 
hair-raising crises.

Both are unrivalled at winning 
elections despite being widely 
hated by some and seen as 
intensely polarising figures.

Both have always put domestic 
political considerations ahead of 
long-term diplomatic or strategic 
ones.

Both put out smokescreens of 
aggressive, confident language 
but behind the hot air, both — up 
to now, at least — have exercised 
restraint and reluctance to commit 
major ground forces to long-term 
conflicts.

Both use air power freely 
and neither is squeamish about 

inflicting thousands of civilian 
casualties.

Most of all, they are stuck with 
each other. Netanyahu never 
expected Obama to coast home to 
re-election in 2012 with a 5 million-
vote majority. Obama and experts 
never expected Netanyahu would 
bury the Israeli Labour Party and 
other rivals so completely in the 
elections in March.

Netanyahu revelled in his 
imagined triumph over the US 
president. But not for long: The 
very next month, the Israeli PM’s 
much vaunted speech to a joint 
session of the US Congress trying 
to wreck the Iran nuclear deal did 
not even scratch political support 
for it.

Netanyahu will not deliver to 
Obama any progress at all on the 
two-state solution or any prospect 
of real peace with the Palestinians. 

And Obama has not retreated an 
inch on implementing the Iran 
nuclear deal.

Neither leader will forgive or 
forget the many slights each has 
endured at the other’s hands. But 
as experienced and immensely 
successful political operators, they 
will hold their noses, shut their 
mouths and pretend to respect 
their partners.

Obama and Netanyahu have no 
hopes or illusions left about each 
other but they have nowhere else 
to go either.

The Odd Couple endures.

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

US President Barack Obama with Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu at the White House, on 
November 9th.

Martin Sieff

Neither leader will 
forgive or forget the 
many slights each 
has endured at the 
other’s hands.

T 

he “new Middle East” 
was nothing more 
than a political term 
used by certain parties 
seeking to promote a 
geographic concept 

serving their own interests. The 
Arabs viewed these parties and 
their ideas with suspicion, 
especially as the term was 
introduced by former US secretary 
of State Condoleezza Rice.

So when people began to talk of 
a “new Middle East”, suspicions 
grew into a state of sustained 
confusion and uncertainty.

The Arabs adopted the term — 
whether purposefully or simply 
because everybody else was 
using it. The term was used at 
conferences and gatherings of 
intellectuals, even if some people 
felt the need to add “and North 
Africa” to it so that it referred 
unequivocally to the whole Arab 
world.

But this appendage is no 
longer necessary today because 
there is no longer a “new Middle 
East”. Arguably the two biggest 
Arab states have been wiped 
out — or at least are on the verge 
of destruction. I am, of course, 
talking about Iraq and Syria — two 
countries that are on the verge of 

collapse and erasure. There 
is truly little hope of their 
survival or revival.

So what happened to this 
“new Middle East” about 
which many had warned?

There was fear 
of normalisation of 
relations with Israel, with 
many becoming overly 
preoccupied with geo-

strategic issues even at the 
expense of their own political 
beliefs and benefits.

The complex that the Arab world 
suffers from, to this day, over the 

Sykes-Picot agreement led to many 
Arabs warning of a “new Sykes-
Picot agreement”.

In addition to Israel, there was 
Iran and Turkey, the nightmare 
neighbours whose historic feud 
did not prevent them each working 
to weaken the Arab world. Arab 
efforts to ensure good relations 
with its closest neighbours also 
failed.

The fear was that this “new 
Middle East” project was seeking to 

weaken Arab solidarity and invent 
a new geopolitical region including 
Israel, Turkey and Iran.

The Arab fear could be explained 
by concern that they were 
specifically being targeted with the 
aim of weakening, if not completely 
destroying, the bonds of kinship 
that bind the Arab people.

But what did the Arabs do to 
confront this fear?

They did nothing. In fact, 
everything they did do ensured 

that there was no need to even 
go ahead with this project, as the 
Arabs were more than capable of 
destroying themselves without any 
outside help. Through a strange 
process of mass suicide, the Arabs 
weakened themselves and their 
own ties to one another. The US 
invasion of Iraq was the point of no 
return, while we are now watching 
the destruction of the Syrian state.

Neither Turkey, nor Israel, nor 
Iran, would never have been 
able to infiltrate the Arab world 
in the way that they have if the 
Arabs did not open the floodgates 
themselves. While today it is 
international partners and allies 
who are talking and searching for 
“solutions” to the problems that 
the Arab world is drowning in, and 
which they cannot find a way out 
of themselves.

The concept of a “new Middle 
East” was based on an experiment 
that the Arabs were a part of but 
which there is no longer any need 
for. The Arab states meant to be 
part of this project no longer exist 
or are facing a dangerous political 
vacuum, which means that they 
might as well not exist.

The major crises that countries 
such as Iraq and Syria or even 
Egypt and Jordan are facing mean 
they are not in any position to 
confront any nefarious Israeli or 
Iranian or Turkish project.

The Arabs today are simply not 
a factor in the regional equation. 
And it is the Arabs themselves that 
are responsible for this deplorable 
situation. Fears of a “new Middle 
East” are now baseless — the Arabs 
are living in it.

Farouk Yousef is an Iraqi writer. His 
article was translated and adapted 
from the Arabic. It was initially 
published by the London-based Al 
Arab newspaper. 

No need to invent a new Middle East

Fears of a “new 
Middle East” are now 
baseless — the Arabs 
are living in it.

Farouk Yousef

An elderly refugee from Syria at the Athens’ port of Piraeus.
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Dubai
 

T 

he Dubai Airshow 2015 
experienced a significant 
drop in commercial pas-
senger jet orders while 
military spending was on 

the rise. The event at the Al Mak-
toum International Airport had 
1,103 exhibitors and more than 
65,000 visitors in what is widely 
considered the world’s fastest 
growing aerospace exhibition.

According to figures released 
by Airbus, the Middle East’s avia-
tion market quadrupled in the last 
decade due to significant invest-
ment in infrastructure, a boom in 
the local aviation industry, includ-
ing the rise to prominence of large 
domestic airliners Etihad and Qatar 
Airways.

However, analysts anticipated 
sluggish orders for the biennial 
show, mainly due to low oil prices 
and regional unrest. Also, record-
breaking orders from Dubai’s air 
show in 2013, which has resulted in 
a delivery backlog, the likelihood of 

repeat orders was minimal. “Buy-
ing aeroplanes is not buying gro-
ceries in a supermarket,” Qatar Air-
ways Chief Executive Officer Akbar 
al-Baker told the Associated Press.

“We have to order at one time, 
long-term, and this is exactly what 
we did two years ago and now we 
don’t have any more need,” he add-
ed.

James Hogan, head of Etihad Air-
ways, said the company has placed 
enough orders to cover its expan-
sion plans through 2040.

And Ben Moores, a senior analyst 
at IHS Aerospace, Defence & Secu-

rity, said: “Due to large previous or-
ders, the total show order tally this 
year will be much less than years 
prior.”

The 2013 edition of the global 
aviation event included orders on 
the first day totalling $192.3 billion 
for commercial jets, with industry 
heavyweights Boeing and Airbus 
benefiting from the most orders. 
The previous one-day orders re-
cord was $155 billion set in 2007.

Although this year’s air show was 
lacklustre in comparison to past 
ones, Boeing remained the biggest 
winner in terms of commercial or-
ders. The aircraft manufacturer 
sealed a deal with India’s Jet Air-
ways worth $8 billion.

Offsetting the drop in commer-
cial aircraft orders in 2015 were 
military acquisitions, with Gulf Co-
operation Council (GCC) members 
Saudi Arabia and host country the 
United Arab Emirates at the front of 
the pack.

“We are seeing a huge military 
presence at the show this year and 
we are pleased that it is once again 
the choice of those looking to make 
significant and ground-breaking 
deals,” Michele van Akelijen, the 
managing director of Dubai Air-
show, said in a release.

Among major deals signed was 
the UAE’s agreement with the 
Swedish company Saab for $1.27 
billion worth of upgraded sur-
veillance systems called the Eri-
eye, designed to be carried on the 
Bombardier’s Global 6000 aircraft, 
which were recently purchased by 
the UAE.

“I am really happy to announce 
the first deal that has been signed 
between the United Arab Emirates 
Air Force and Saab Industrial this 
year to buy two new aircraft for the 
amount of US$1.27 billion,” UAE 

Major-General Abdullah al-Hashi-
mi said in an airshow release.

“By buying two new aircraft and 
upgrading two existing aircraft, we 
are very happy to continue our rela-
tionship with Saab,” he said.

Lockheed Martin, a US firm, an-
nounced a contract worth $262.8 
million to maintain Saudi Arabia’s 
F-15 sniper targeting system.

Despite low oil prices cutting into 
the purchasing power of Gulf Arab 
states, neither Saudi Arabia nor 
the UAE plans on scaling back de-
fence spending. Both countries are 
part of the Arab coalition at war in 
Yemen with the Iran-allied Houthi 
rebels. They are also participating 
in the US-led coalition bombing of 
the Islamic State (ISIS) in Syria.

Other huge deals at the show in-
clude Emirates’ $16 billion main-
tenance contract with GE Aviation 
for its 150 Boeing 777s. The contract 
covers “the maintenance, repair 
and overhaul (MRO) of the GE9X 
engines that will power the airline’s 
fleet… over a period of 12 years,” 
the carrier said in a statement, add-
ing that it was Emirates’ largest 
contract of its kind.

Vietnamese carrier Vietjet signed 
a deal with Airbus worth $3.6 billion 
for nine A321ceo and 21 A321neo 
aircraft, according to a statement 
issued by the airline at the signing 
ceremony.

A conference on airport security, 
which tackled wide-ranging issues, 
from standardisation requirements 
to challenges in cargo and logistics 
and cyber-terrorism was also part 
of the air show.

Defence acquisitions dominate Dubai Airshow
The Arab Weekly staff

Al Fursan, the UAE Air Force aerobatic display team, performs during the opening of the Dubai 
Airshow in the United Arab Emirates.

The event had 1,103 
exhibitors and more 
than 65,000 visitors.

London

R 

iyadh hosted the Fourth 
Summit of South Amer-
ican-Arab Countries 
(ASPA), which involved 
leaders and top officials 

from the distant regions meeting to 
enhance and further develop eco-
nomic, political and cultural ties.

The summit, which brought to-
gether representatives of 22 Arab 
states and 12 South American coun-
tries, involved high-level Arab par-
ticipation including Dubai ruler 
Sheikh Mohammad bin Rashid 
al-Maktoum, Palestinian leader 
Mahmoud Abbas, King Abdullah II 
of Jordan and Egyptian President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi.

While the South American pres-
ence was less robust, it included 
President Nicolas Maduro of Ven-
ezuela, Ecuadorian President Ra-
fael Correa, Peruvian Prime Minis-
ter Pedro Cateriano, among others. 
UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon 
was also in attendance.

A central issue at the meeting was 
the Arab-Israeli conflict, with a joint 
statement issued calling for Israel to 
immediately withdraw from occu-
pied Arab lands. The final commu-
niqué also emphasised that Israel’s 
continued occupation hindered the 
two-state solution and condemned 
attacks on civilians in the Gaza 
Strip.

In his opening remarks, Saudi 
Arabia King Salman bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud commended Latin Ameri-
can countries for their support of 

Arab causes, particularly the Pales-
tinian issue, noting that most Latin 
American countries recognise the 
state of Palestine.

The king also emphasised the 
importance of tackling major joint 
issues, “notably, the fight against 
terrorism and extremism and the 
spread of the culture of peace and 
dialogue”.

Echoing the same sentiment, UAE 
Foreign Minister Sheikh Abdullah 
bin Zayed al-Nahyan said the Pales-
tinian issue was essential to peace 
and security in the Arab world.

“We are gathered here to make a 
decision about what we can do to 
stop the bloodshed, occupation and 
violations of international law by Is-
raeli settlers and the army,” he said.

Ban underscored that Latin 
America has the biggest Arab dias-
pora in the world and noted that 
several past Latin American presi-
dents were of Arab descent. Chile 
has hosted approximately 350,000 
Palestinian immigrants, while more 
recently, Brazil has hosted more 
than 2,000 Syrian refugees fleeing 
the civil war since 2011.

Ban went on to say that Latin 
America’s “history — largely one of 
harmony, integration and achieve-
ment — sends a powerful message at 
a time when the world is wrestling 
with the biggest refugee crisis since 
the second world war”.

Ban also stressed that the Arab 
world can take inspiration from 
the historical experiences of Latin 
American countries that have tran-
sitioned from turbulent states to 
relatively stable nations.

“The hopes generated by the 
‘Arab spring’ have been dashed by 
conflict, instability and authoritar-
ian governments from Syria to Libya 
and elsewhere,” he said.

“Latin American countries have 
largely made the transition that so 
many people across the Arab world 
yearn to make for themselves.”

With regards to issues raised by 
Latin American leaders, Uruguay 
President Tabare Vazquez said 
South America was fighting to erad-
icate poverty through sustainable 
development projects, while also 
stressing the effects of the current 
price of crude oil.

Brazilian Foreign Minister Mauro 
Luiz Iecker Vieira spoke about the 
large number of people of Arab ori-
gin living in South America, while 
also calling for Latin American 
countries to open their borders to 

Syrian refugees.
Vieira stressed that more joint ef-

forts were needed to achieve peace 
and stability in the Middle East, de-
scribing terrorism as a disease that 
needs more international efforts to 
neutralise.

Over the past year, Saudi Arabia, 
Kuwait and Bahrain have been sites 
of terrorist attacks from the Islamic 
State (ISIS), which also took over 
parts of Iraq and Syria.

The ASPA summit was launched 
ten years ago and is the brainchild 
of former Brazilian president Luiz 
Inacio Lula da Silva, whose country 
hosted the conference’s inaugural 
meeting in 2005. Meetings were 

held in Doha in 2009 and Lima in 
2012 after it rescheduled the 2011 
summit due to the “Arab spring” 
uprisings.

Peru, which hosted the 2012 meet-
ing, recently became one of 12 Pacif-
ic Rim countries to seal the world’s 
largest free trade area, known as 
the Trans-Pacific Partnership. Ar-
gentina and Brazil are Group of 20 
members, along with Saudi Arabia. 
Trade between the Middle East and 
Latin America is estimated to have 
jumped from $6 billion in 2005 to 
more than $30 billion in 2015.

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

Arab, South American leaders meet in Riyadh
Mohammed Alkhereiji

Ecuadorian President Rafael Correa (R) speaks in the presence of (R to L) Jordanian King Abdullah II, 
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, Bahrain’s King Hamad 
bin Issa al-Khalifa and Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro on November 10th, during the opening 
of the Arab and South American leaders summit in Riyadh.

A central issue at
the meeting was
the Arab-Israeli 
conflict.

The summit brought 
together 
representatives of 22 
Arab states and 12 
South American 
countries.
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D 

ays after flash floods in 
Iraq killed 60 people, 
injured dozens and dis-
placed hundreds, the 
country is grappling with 

a cholera outbreak that has infected 
at least 2,200 people, killed six and 
expanded beyond its borders.

In Bahrain, the Health Ministry 
reported 55 confirmed cases of chol-
era, saying the infected individuals 
had been in Iraq. Kuwait reported 
five cases, also saying all those with 
the disease had visited Iraq.

Syria, which has been devastated 
by war, has several confirmed cases, 
though there are no exact numbers 
or details on how cholera was con-
tracted there.

Bahrain, Kuwait and Syria have 
significant Shia Muslim communi-
ties. At least 7 million pilgrims con-
verged on Iraq in October to take 
part in rituals at a Shia shrine in 
Karbala.

Concern has been increasing that 
more pilgrims will contract cholera 
during a Shia holiday celebrated 
in Iraq in December. Millions are 
expected in Karbala for Arbaeen, a 
religious ritual marking the end of 
mourning for the Prophet Moham-
mad’s grandson Hussein.

“Iraqis are jinxed,” joked engi-
neering student Karrar al-Ameri, 22, 
a Shia.

“It’s been one disaster after the 
other, militants and explosions, sec-
tarianism and killings, unbearable 

summer heat, electricity cuts, gov-
ernment corruption and protests, 
floods and now cholera.”

Cholera can lead to death by de-
hydration and kidney failure within 
hours. It was first detected west of 
Baghdad in mid-September and has 
since spread to other Iraqi prov-
inces, including cities controlled by 
Islamic State (ISIS) militants.

There was no immediate word 
on conditions in ISIS-run areas but 
the Iraqi Health Ministry said there 
were cholera cases there as well.

The outbreak can be traced to 
several factors, primarily low water 
levels in the Euphrates and flood-
ing that contaminated the river and 
shallow wells with sewage water.

Near Baghdad, extensive flooding 
caused sewage systems to overflow, 
affecting 65,000 residents in camps 
for people displaced by Iraq’s ongo-
ing violence.

The war against ISIS is also a fac-
tor in the cholera outbreak. It has 
displaced 3.1 million Iraqis, with 
many of them now living in squalid 
and muddy camps where condi-
tions are conducive to the spread of 
the disease.

UNICEF, a UN agency tending 
children worldwide, warned on 
November 6th that “given the scale 
of the outbreak in Iraq, the risk of 
cholera spreading across Iraq’s bor-
ders remains high”.

It did not elaborate but UNICEF’s 
representative in Iraq, Peter Hawk-
ins, told The Arab Weekly that the 
outbreak has a regional dynamic 
and the “risk of that can only be in-
creased by people from all over the 
region coming into Iraq”.

One in five of the confirmed cases 
in Iraq is a child and in large parts 
of the country the start of the school 
year was delayed by a month as a 
precaution, according to UNICEF’s 
statement.

In response to the outbreak, 
UNICEF said it was providing bot-
tled water, oral rehydration salts 
and installing community water 
tanks but, as with most humanitar-
ian operations in Iraq, it is severely 
underfunded.

With concern rising that the 
disease could spread due to re-
cent rains and ongoing insecurity, 
UNICEF — alongside the World 
Health Organisation — is supporting 
the response led by the Iraqi Health 
Ministry. It is delivering and secur-
ing clean water supplies, providing 

treatment for people showing chol-
era symptoms and undertaking a 
national communication campaign 
to help people protect themselves 
against the disease.

“There is unfortunately a high 
risk that cholera will reach more ar-
eas of Iraq, affecting marginalised 
and displaced children, women and 
their families in particular,” Hawk-
ins said. “So we have to act fast.”

Hawkins said a significant part of 
UNICEF’s effort is to “help commu-
nities protect themselves against 
cholera”, by using water only from 

a protected source, by treating wa-
ter they store at home and by call-
ing for medical help when a family 
member develops diarrhoea or oth-
er symptoms.

UNICEF has provided Iraqi health 
authorities with 820,000 sachets of 
oral rehydration salts used to treat 
patients suffering from dehydra-
tion, the organisation’s statement 
said.

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

Cholera spreads in Iraq and beyond
Omar Hejab

Iraqi child getting vaccinated for cholera in Baghdad, in November.
The war against ISIS 
is also a factor in the 
cholera outbreak.

Baghdad

F 

lash floods that battered 
Iraq left thousands of dis-
placed people struggling 
to survive in mud ponds 
and water pools at the 

start of what is possibly another 
harsh winter, with little assistance 
by cash-strapped relief organisa-
tions and a government afflicted 
with rampant corruption.

The Iraqi Health Ministry an-
nounced November 6th that 60 
people died in flooding that swept 
across Iraq. It did not explain if 
displaced Iraqis were among the 
victims but noted that most of the 
victims had been electrocuted.

Like much of the Middle East, 
Iraq was hit by torrential rain over 
several days in late October and 
early November, causing major 
flooding in Baghdad and other ar-
eas in northern and southern Iraq.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi declared a state of emergen-
cy in areas overwhelmed by rain. 
He also mobilised rescue squads to 
assist the population.

“We’re drowned in mud, not 
floods,” shouted Omer Mahmoud, a 
displaced Iraqi who lives in a run-
down, ground-floor apartment in 
the northern Kurdish city of Kirkuk. 
He was referring to mud swept by 
the torrential rain that submerged 
homes and shops in the city’s lower 
areas.

“My brother and his family, who 
live in al-Amal camp in Baghdad, 
lost their tent and belongings. They 
lost everything,” Mahmoud said. 
He said his brother’s tent was blown 
away and family members were 
stranded in the rain until they were 
evacuated to a nearby mosque.

Mosques, schools and Iraqi fami-
lies hosted the displaced or gave 
them food, blankets and other sup-
plies. The displaced are generally 

cared for by the United Nations and 
local and foreign relief agencies.

Officially known as Internally 
Displaced Persons (IDPs), the num-
ber of the displaced Iraqis is esti-
mated at 3.1 million, nearly 10% of 
the country’s population. There are 
also thousands of refugees who fled 

war in Syria and ended up in Iraq.
The displaced, who are of dif-

ferent ethnic and religious back-
grounds, fled violence-stricken 
areas to more secure cities, such as 
Baghdad. Many were trying to es-
cape the rule of Islamic State (ISIS) 
militants.

They ended up in four makeshift 
tented camps scattered around 
Baghdad. Some, however, rented 
apartments in the capital and other 
cities.

Many tents in the Baghdad camps 
were blown away by strong winds, 
leaving the displaced exposed to 
rain. Muddy ponds dotted the set-
tlements, where children walked 
barefoot and played in mud up to 
their knees.

The rain caused heavy damage to 
private and public buildings as well 
as to street infrastructure. Damage 
was estimated in the millions of 
dollars, Iraq’s state television said.

Many streets, houses and shops 
were flooded with a combination 
of rainwater and sewage. On social 
media, however, disgruntled Iraqis 
— who had taken to the streets in 
the summer to demand improved 
infrastructure and better state ser-
vices, including an end to frequent 
power cuts — criticised the govern-
ment for what they called its mis-
handling of the latest crisis.

Frustration even spread to relief 
workers.

Ahmed Agha, head of the Iraqi 
Ghawth (“relief”), a non-govern-
mental organisation made up of 
young Iraqis, said life in Amal 
Camp, Arabic for “hope”, “is so 
miserable that the name of the 
camp doesn’t apply to the situation 
there”.

“There’s no hope or anything to 
look forward to,” Agha said. “The 
displaced people are really living in 
a total disaster in all the four camps 
in Iraq.”

Agha said Iraqi NGOs began win-
ter preparations in mid-October 

and pressed ahead when the Iraqi 
Meteorology Board announced that 
heavy rains were in the offing. He 
said NGOs contacted government 
offices for help but received nega-
tive feedback.

“We asked the authorities to 
shelter the displaced in some old 
buildings in the marketplace but 
the authorities refused,” Agha said ,  
adding  that  his group “also contact-
ed Sunni Muslim endowments to 
help shelter some of the displaced” 
but nothing has yet been done.

“The displaced are in poor con-
ditions,” he said. “They lost every-
thing. They lost their tents, food, 
children’s milk, blankets, clothes 
and medicine.”

Agha said NGOs hoped the dis-
placed in all four camps in Bagh-
dad would get their plastic tents 
exchanged for prefabricated units 
ahead of winter. He said the High-
est Committee of Relief, headed by 
Deputy Prime Minister Saleh Mut-
laq, was established with $200 mil-
lion but was quickly dissolved after 
Mutlaq was accused of corruption.

“Nothing happened since. It was 
all words with no deeds. All the ac-
tivities, including raising funds for 
the IDPs, were put on hold,” he said.

Iraqi parliament Speaker Salim 
Jabouri said he had asked clerics to 
issue religious edicts allowing the 
IDPs to be relocated to mosques 
and other places of worship.

Ahmed Ali, another displaced 
Iraqi, said when he was a farmer 
in Saqlawiyah, 6 kilometres north-
east of Fallujah, “I used to pray for 
rain for my crops.

“But this rain damaged what we 
have. It damaged our tents. I do not 
understand how the government 
did not prepare itself for this win-
ter, especially that it knew well our 
situation and the similar hardships 
we went through the last winter.”

Nermeen Mufti, based in Baghdad, 
has been covering Iraqi affairs for 
three decades.

Displaced Iraqis left to struggle alone in mud ponds
Nermeen Mufti

A child outside his tent submerged in rainwater at a camp for 
displaced persons in Youssifiyah, 20 kilometres south of Baghdad.

The number of the 
displaced Iraqis is 
estimated at 3.1 
million, nearly 10% 
of the country’s 
population.
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A 

lgerian President 
Abdelaziz Bouteflika’s 
backers, including close 
political figures, said 
they sent him a letter 

requesting a meeting to check first-
hand whether he is in full command 
of the North African country.

The 19 signatories of the letter in-
clude the Battle of Algiers heroine 
Zohra Drif Bitat and her former Na-
tional Liberation Front’s guerrilla 
comrades Abdelkader Guerroudj 
and Mustapha Fettal.

Women rights activist Khalida 

Toumi, who was Bouteflika’s Cul-
ture minister and articulate policy 
defender, and writer Rachid Boud-
jedra were among prominent fig-
ures who made the announcement.

“I know the president very well. I 
have doubt that some decisions are 
indeed his own decisions,” Toumi 
said.

The letter has seemingly embar-
rassed the government and Boutef-
lika’s aides, who insist the ailing 
leader is in charge. However, they 
have not given tangible proof but-
tressing their statements other 
than video footage.

Bouteflika, 78, suffered a stroke 
in 2014 and he was hospitalised in 
France for months. That fuelled 
speculation that he might step 

down to allow a transition of pow-
er. He has rarely been seen in pub-
lic since, usually appearing on state 
television receiving foreign digni-
taries.

“This group has deliberately 
stated that if their request was 
ignored more moves will follow. 
That means all in all they have al-
ready designed a course of action 
aimed at wrecking the plan being 
hatched to ensure the succession 
of the president. That suggests the 
19 know something about it,” wrote 
Algerian newspaper Liberté in a 

commentary about the letter writ-
ers.

They had told Bouteflika: “We 
demand to meet with you so as to 
share our deep concerns about the 
country’s future and appeal to you 
to intervene in these very danger-
ous circumstances.”

Though they said they handed 
the letter to Bouteflika’s private 
secretary, the signatories added 
that they alerted the media be-
cause “we are afraid our letter will 
not reach you”.

El Watan printed a cartoon under 
the headline The letter embarrasses 
Bouteflika’s allies showing a giant 
bouncer blocking the entrance at 
the president’s office.

There has been no formal com-
ment from Bouteflika about the 
letter, leaving party leaders close to 
him to parry with the letter’s signa-
tories.

Concerns about Bouteflika’s 
health were brushed aside by Na-
tional Liberation Front — the rul-
ing party — chief Ammar Saadani, 
who has argued repeatedly that 
Bouteflika’s mental and cognitive 
abilities are intact and he is fully 
in charge as visiting foreign presi-
dents and ministers could confirm.

He insisted the letter signato-
ries have no constitutional right to 
oblige the president to meet with 
them. Saadani, however, drew 
criticism from those saying he is 
not entitled to speak on behalf of 
Bouteflika.

Some analysts argue the let-
ter could be a pre-emptive move 
against Algeria’s powerful military 
chief General Ahmed Gaid Salah’s 
possible ambitions to succeed 
Bouteflika.

“The target of the letter is likely 
to be Ahmed Gaid Salah…, who is 
the strong man in the regime now, 
considering the sickness of the 
president. The current situation 

makes him among the leading can-
didate to replace Bouteflika and he 
is one of the decision makers [the 
letter writers] reject,” wrote El-
Khabar daily.

Although Bouteflika was re-
elected for a fourth consecutive 
term in 2014, and another vote isn’t 
due until 2019, several opposition 
parties in Algeria have demanded 
an early presidential election. They 
claim that Bouteflika’s poor health 
is a major obstacle to proper gov-
ernance and the policymaking pro-
cess.

Bouteflika took office in 1999 
when Algeria was in the grip of 
brutal civil war between the mili-
tary and Islamist militants. He has 
been widely credited for ending 
the strife and restoring economic 
stability.

In 2008, Bouteflika scrapped 
constitutional rules that limited 
the president to two terms in office 
and won re-election the following 
year with 90% of the vote.

Under Bouteflika’s watch, Alge-
ria’s ruling elite kept a firm grip on 
power as upheaval ripped through 
neighbouring Tunisia, Libya and 
Egypt in 2011 when Bouteflika 
made a series of concessions to the 
public.

In February 2011, the 19-year 
state of emergency was lifted. Two 
months later, the president prom-
ised to revise the fundamental law 
to “strengthen democracy”. And in 
September 2011, he allowed private 
radio and television stations.

The government also launched 
a huge spending programme to 
damp widespread frustration with 
high unemployment rates and 
shortage of housing.

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

Algeria leader’s loyalists cast doubt on his grip on power
Lamine Ghanmi

A 2012 file picture of Algerian President Abdelaziz Bouteflika (C) accompanied by then Culture 
Minister Khalida Toumi (R) inaugurating a book exhibition in Algiers.

Some analysts argue 
the letter could be a 
pre-emptive move.
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ing Mohammed VI of Mo-
rocco reiterated that he 
would not make any con-
cessions other than the 
autonomy plan for the 

disputed Western Sahara.
“Those who are waiting for any 

other concession on Morocco’s part 
are deceiving themselves. Indeed, 
Morocco has given all there was to 
give,” the king said in a televised 
speech from Laayoune, the capital 
of Western Sahara on November 6th.

UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-
moon two days earlier called for ne-
gotiations to settle the dispute.

In 1975, then King Hassan II called 
on Moroccans to go on a “Green 
March” to free Spanish Sahara. 
About 350,000 men and women 
from across the North African coun-
try responded and marched un-
armed on November 6th of that year 
into the region of Sakia el-Hamra.

Spain was forced to agree to cede 
possession of the colony to Morocco 
and Mauritania.

Algerian-backed Polisario Front 
separatists, who have campaigned 
for independence for the territory 
since 1973, fought the Moroccan 
Army until the United Nations bro-

kered a ceasefire in 1991.
Rabat has proposed wide au-

tonomy for Western Sahara but the 
Polisario Front has rejected the pro-
posal and insisted on the right of the 
Sahrawi people to determine their 
own future.

“This initiative is the maximum 
Morocco can offer,” King Moham-
med VI said in a speech to mark 
the 40th anniversary of the Green 
March. “Morocco refuses any ad-
venture with an uncertain result 
and that could be potentially dan-
gerous.”

The monarch led a signing cer-
emony of five agreements concern-
ing the implementation of a de-
velopment model for the southern 
provinces to improve the region’s 
infrastructure, including a desalina-
tion plant in Dakhla and industrial 
zones in Laayoune, El Marsa and 
Boujdour.

He vowed that revenues from nat-
ural resources “will continue to be 
invested in the region for the ben-
efit of the local populations and in 
consultation and coordination with 
them”.

The king lashed out at countries 
calling for the boycott of Moroccan 
products because of the dispute 
with the Polisario Front.

The government in October said 
it was reconsidering allowing Swed-
ish companies to operate in Morocco 
because of Stockholm’s plan to rec-
ognise the Sahrawi Arab Democratic 
Republic (SADR), which claims sov-
ereignty over Western Sahara. How-
ever, Swedish Prime Minister Stefan 
Lofven denied that recognition of 
the SADR was on the table

“Morocco will also confront hos-
tile campaigns against Moroccan 
products, building on the same spir-
it of sacrifice and commitment dem-
onstrated in the political and secu-
rity sectors to defend its unity and 
immutable values,” said the king. 
“As for those who want to boycott 
our products, in blatant violation 
of international law, let them do so. 
However, they will have to assume 
the responsibilities for their deci-
sions.”

Polisario’s planned SADR was rec-
ognised by some countries from the 
African Union but no Western pow-
ers recognised it.

The king criticised neighbouring 
Algeria for failing to improve living 
conditions for Sahrawi refugees in 
the Tindouf camp while spending 
billions on military and diplomatic 
moves against Morocco.

“For 40 years Algeria could not 
— or did not want to — build 6,000 
housing units to safeguard their dig-
nity. That amounts to an average of 
150 housing units a year” he said in 
a reference to the 40,000 Sahrawi 
refugees who live in the camp.

“The people in Tindouf, in Al-
geria, continue to suffer from pov-
erty, despair, deprivation and the 
systematic violation of their basic 
rights,” King Mohammed VI said.

Moroccan king stands 
firm on autonomy plan for 
Western Sahara
Saad Guerraoui

Morocco’s King Mohammed VI (L) and his brother Prince Moulay 
Rachid in Laayoune, on November 7th.

The king lashed out 
at countries calling 
for the boycott of 
Moroccan products.

Rabat has proposed 
wide autonomy for 
Western Sahara but 
the Polisario Front 
has rejected the 
proposal.
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Israel wants US to further boost military aid 

Beirut

D 

espite the choreo-
graphed smiles and 
handshakes, the first 
face-to-face talks be-
tween Israeli Prime 

Minister Binyamin Netanyahu 
and US President Barack Obama 
in 13 months do not seem to have 
defrosted the icy atmosphere be-
tween them. But the Israeli leader 
is still likely to come away from the 
November 9th meeting at the White 
House with a big boost in US mili-
tary aid.

Israel and the United States sig-
nalled on October 18th they were 
setting aside their blistering politi-
cal dispute over the July 14th nu-
clear agreement with Iran, secured 
by a US-led group of major world 
powers, to focus on a new 10-year 
military aid package that would 
boost US aid to close to $5 billion a 
year from $3.1 billion.

The current agreement runs out 
in 2017 and the Israelis have made 
it clear that they expect a massive 
“compensation” package from the 
Obama administration to placate 
them for the Iran deal. Israel views 
the agreement as a sell-out to Teh-
ran that only delayed, rather than 
blocked, the Islamic Republic be-
coming a nuclear power.

Israel is expected to settle for 
about $4.5 billion a year from the 
United States, which has pledged to 
maintain what is known as Israel’s 
qualitative military edge.

This relic of the Cold War stems 
in large part from the enormous 
political influence Israel wields in 
Washington, particularly in what 
some commentators call the “Israe-
li-occupied Congress”.

Earlier in 2015, Israel was look-
ing to upgrade US military aid to as 
much as $3.7 billion. It has since ar-
gued that it needs much more than 
that to offset the expected econom-
ic windfall for Iran in sanctions re-
lief from the nuclear agreement.

The Israelis, along with many US 

officials, suspect Tehran will use 
the extra funds to finance anti-Is-
raeli organisations and operations.

That is only one of several threats 
Israel envisages in a region torn by 
multiple conflicts and undergoing 
fundamental change, with Arab 
states collapsing and non-conven-
tional forces such as the Islamic 
State (ISIS) emerging to seize and 
hold territory.

Israeli Defence Minister Moshe 
Yaalon visited Washington in late 
October to finalise the new military 
aid package with US Defense Sec-
retary Ashton Carter, who pledged 
to enhance “the entire spectrum” 
of “our defence relationship… 
from tunnels and terrorists right up 
through the high-end”.

Netanyahu’s shopping list is ex-
pected to include more Lockheed 
Martin’s stealthy F-35 Joint Strike 
Fighters. Israel is already buying 
30 of the multi-role jets under a 
$2.75 billion contract signed in 2010 
with deliveries to start in Decem-
ber 2016. It has indicated it wants 

as many as 75 to ensure Israel’s air 
supremacy for the coming decades.

Washington has reportedly ap-
proved in principle an Israeli re-
quest for a squadron of MV-22 Os-
prey tilt-rotor aircraft, which take 
off and land like helicopters but fly 
like conventional aircraft and are 
believed to have the range to reach 
Iran.

Israel sought to acquire them in 
2012 but abandoned the effort be-
cause of budgetary restraints. US 
sources said Israel wanted the Os-
preys to fly special forces teams to 
Iran to destroy the uranium enrich-
ment facility built inside a moun-

tain at Fordow, near the holy city of 
Qom.

Ehud Barak, a former Israeli chief 
of staff and defence minister, re-
cently disclosed that Netanyahu 
had three times ordered pre-emp-
tive air strikes against Iran in 2012, 
despite US objections, but had to 
scrap them because his generals op-
posed such action.

Earlier this year, Israel’s allies in 
Washington were pushing for the 
Obama administration to provide 
Israel with the Massive Ordnance 
Penetrator (MOP), the world’s big-
gest bomb, and the aircraft to de-
liver it — the venerable B-52 Stra-
tofortress and the B-2 bomber — as 
part of the compensation package 
to prove US pledges to stand by the 
Jewish state.

The 30,000-pound MOP is the 
only weapon capable of blasting 
Iran’s nuclear facilities buried in 
bunkers deep underground. This 
raised concerns that if the admin-
istration agreed, it would be hand-
ing Netanyahu the means to carry 

out threatened pre-emptive strikes 
aimed at obliterating the Iranian 
nuclear programme.

The effort came to nought, largely 
because Israeli commanders said 
they did not want the world’s heavi-
est item of conventional weaponry 
— and had never asked for it — be-
cause it would require the construc-
tion of extensive infrastructure.

But for Israelis, Iran remains a riv-
eting threat. Israel’s military intel-
ligence chief, Major-General Herzl 
Halevi, warned on October 29th 
that Iran was rapidly closing the 
military technology gap with Israel.

“Today, we have the advantage,” 
he said during a closed-door secu-
rity seminar in Tel Aviv. But “Iran is 
closing in on it. Since the 1979 revo-
lution, the number of universities 
and university students in Iran has 
increased twentyfold, compared 
with three-and-a-half times for Is-
rael.” Iranian student enrolment in 
science, technology, engineering 
and maths, he stressed, was sky-
rocketing.

Ed Blanche

Fight over between Obama and Netanyahu
US, Israeli leaders manage unresolved tensions during Washington meeting

F
or US President Barack 
Obama and Israeli 
Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu, 
there was nothing left 
to fight over after six 

years. The Iran nuclear deal 
battle is done and there is no 
peace with Palestinians on the 
horizon, so they decided to play 
nice and manage their unre-
solved tensions, for now at least.

“Both Obama and Netanyahu 
have a major stake in curbing 
their relationship,” said Aaron Da-
vid Miller, vice-president for New 
Initiatives at the Wilson Center. 
Miller said he expected things 
to smooth over between the two 
“barring some unilateral acts by 
the Israelis that somehow pushes 
the administration back into a 
confrontational posture”.

Yet, the two did not trade 
favours ahead of their encounter. 
When Ran Baratz, Netanyahu’s 
aide, likened Obama to “the mod-
ern face of anti-Semitism”, Net-
anyahu just excluded him from 
the trip to Washington instead of 

firing him, as US Vice-President 
Joe Biden hinted. On the other 

hand, Obama decided not to 

intervene in the judicial process 
concerning convicted Israeli spy 
Jonathan Pollard, who will remain 
under supervision in the United 
States for five years instead of 
leaving to Israel upon his release 
from prison on parole.

Prior to their November 9th 
meeting, the two leaders were 
courteous in their remarks. Obama 
did not mention controversial 
Israeli settlement activities and 
Netanyahu did not mention the 
Iran nuclear deal. The Israeli prime 
minister called it “one of the best 
meetings” he had with Obama 
and a senior White House official 
described it as “a forward-looking 
meeting”.

Acknowledging that peace is 
not within reach before the end of 
Obama’s term, the White House 
hopes Netanyahu can at least take 
concrete steps to lower tensions 
with the Palestinians. There is no 
appetite in Washington to push 
for an elusive peace process, as 
priorities have shifted in the Mid-
dle East.

Obama’s priority before 2011 was 
to open up to the Arab world and 
his sense was that keeping a cosy 
relationship with Israel would 
not help this overture. However, 
things have changed and Palestini-
an-Israeli peace is not on the radar 
of Arab leaders.

Miller argues that it is not only 
about Obama and Netanyahu. 
There are “basic differences and 
divisions between Washington and 
Israel’s views on two major issues 

of primary importance: what to 
do with Iran’s nuclear programme 
and the Palestinian-Israeli con-
flict,” Miller said.

For Netanyahu, the trip to 
Washington was an opportunity to 
look beyond the arch for the next 
tenant of the White House. And 
since there was no purpose for the 
visit beyond mending fences with 
Obama, he had enough time to ad-
dress pro-Hillary Clinton progres-
sives at the Center for American 
Progress (CAP) to improve his 
standing with the Left after the 
bruises of the Iran deal.

However, there was dissent at 
CAP where some staff felt that Ne-
tanyahu should not be rewarded 
after his recent open support for 
Republicans and conservatives. 
This was a reminder how much 
Israeli politics is expected to have 
an effect on US presidential elec-
tions.

Leading Democratic candidate 
Hillary Clinton has been saying she 
will have a better relationship with 
Netanyahu, in order to distance 
herself from Obama’s tensions 
with the Israeli government.

“Once there are nominees from 
both parties, and in fact [Clinton] 
is the Democratic nominee, the 
last thing she wants or the admin-
istration wants is a major fight 
with the Israelis in the last year of 
Obama’s term,” noted Miller.

Republican candidates are trying 
to exploit rift between Obama and 
Netanyahu but questions remain 
what effect a Republican president 

would have on US-Israeli relations.
“Whoever comes after Obama, 

whether Republican or Democrat, 
the style of the relationship will 
improve but sooner or later some 
of the differences will continue 
to exacerbate the relationship,” 
said Miller, who described the 
coming of a new president as just 
“a temporary fix” in this bilateral 
relationship.

Yet, Miller acknowledged that “if 
a Republican comes to power and 
Netanyahu stays in office another 
year or two, then I think tensions 
over Iran will ameliorate but on 
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict it is 
just a different world view”.

History books will write about 
the complex relationship between 
Obama and Netanyahu, which 
Miller called “the least productive 
relationship between an Israeli 
prime minister and an American 
president that I have seen”.  Like 
a boxing match, they both scored 
points. Netanyahu won the set-
tlements battle, which derailed 
the US push for peace, and Obama 
won the Iranian nuclear deal.

“With Obama and Netanyahu, 
you have dysfunction without 
production,”  Miller concluded.

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

Joe Macaron

View point
Obama did 
not mention 
controversial 
Israeli 
settlement 
activities and 
Netanyahu 
did not 
mention the 
Iran nuclear 
deal.

 There was no purpose for 
the visit beyond mending 
fences with Obama.

An F-16, from below, escorting two F-35 jets.
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F-35 Joint Strike 
Fighters.
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Walking the blood-stained streets of the Middle East

Those invisible scars to the soul

Beirut

F 

orget about the excite-
ment of being, say, the 
first and only war cor-
respondent to uncover 
that Saddam Hussein’s 

engineers were mining oil fields 
in Kuwait in August 1990, a scoop 
confirmed by US satellites and the 
Pentagon a few hours later.

Forget about the feeling of wit-
nessing, in a front-row seat, history 
in the making in various Middle 
East theatres.

Forget about risking your life in 
places few other people, except for 
other journalists and fighters, go.

No amount of adrenaline, no il-
lusory moments of professional 
glory and certainly not your pro-
tective helmet and flak jacket will 
shield you from a particular kind of 
wound, those invisible scars to the 
soul you end up carrying after be-
ing confronted with the unfathom-
able distress of helpless fellow hu-
mans, civilians trapped in conflict.

One such haunting moment was 
for me while reporting on a mass 
grave in the town of Hilla, 90 km 
south of Baghdad. A few weeks 
earlier following the US invasion, 
Saddam Hussein had gone into hid-
ing. Mass graves across the country 
were being uncovered and Hilla was 
certainly the largest one. It was as if 

I were reporting from inside hell.
In an eerie atmosphere, thou-

sands of remains — mostly sacks 
of bones — were next to huge holes 
in a vast sandy, sunny field. Dis-
traught Iraqis carrying photographs 

of loved ones — smiling young 
men or women — sifted through 
remains, identifying sometimes 
a son, a daughter or a father by a 
wedding band or a garment.

I tried to keep my voice steady 

while doing my live broadcast from 
the scene as next to me was a sob-
bing old man, his lament ascend-
ing to the sky, carrying away, like 
a child in his arms, the skeleton of 
his son.

Nor will I ever forget the sad look 
in the eyes of four-year-old Maria, 
once a lively Palestinian girl from 
Gaza, being treated in an Israeli 
hospital in Jerusalem. Maria was 
permanently paralysed from neck 
down after suffering spinal injuries 
caused by a botched Israeli air raid 
against a car carrying Islamist mili-
tants. The child, who happened to 
be in a passing car, lost her mother, 
baby brother, grandmother and un-
cle in the raid. Maria’s only crime 
was to have been in the wrong place 
at the wrong time.

Such was also the case of Ayelet, 
an Israeli teenager killed on her 
15th birthday in a suicide attack in 
a bus in Tel Aviv and whose parents 
I met in an East Jerusalem hotel. 
Here they were on the Mount of 
Olives with other Jewish and Arab 
bereaved parents reaching out, 
sharing their pain irrespective of 
their political opinions. “Don’t wait 
to lose your son or daughter to start 
talking to one another,” was their — 
apparently lost — message to fellow 
Palestinian or Israeli citizens.

To many, war correspondents 
are by definition a cynical bunch 
who at the end of the day, after fil-
ing their reports, gather at the hotel 
bar for drinks. But this is only part 

of the story. Many of us have to live 
with haunting memories, such as 
children dying because they can’t 
get their dialysis in besieged areas 
or families sitting on the rubble of 
their bombed homes with nowhere 
to go.

War correspondents are not Red 
Cross or NGO workers. Their job 
is to report from the front lines 
while hoping that their reports 
might change things on the ground. 
Sometimes, they lose their lives do-
ing so as was the case for veteran 
war correspondent Marie Colvin, 
killed during the siege of Homs in 
Syria in February 2012. Colvin was 
the ultimate war correspondent 
and certainly the bravest journal-
ist I have had the privilege to know 
and whom I befriended more than 
20 years ago.

Despite the casualties and the 
trauma, there are always war corre-
spondents willing to take the risk, 
again and again.

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

Washington

B 

lood stained the sidewalk 
in midtown Damascus 
where I had stood only 
moments earlier. A mor-
tar shell had fallen on the 

corner where I had been in line to 
buy a candy bar from a kiosk. The 
attack killed one man and maimed 
another, both of them custom-
ers. The kiosk owner survived un-
harmed, though his shop was in 
shambles.

I hovered at the scene, shocked 
at my own good fortune, wonder-
ing about the last thoughts of the 
man who was now dead and why 
was I among the last few strangers 
to have seen him.

It would be an hour or two be-
fore it occurred to me to phone 
in a report about the attack to my 
editor at the Reuters Beirut bureau. 
Such news would normally be 
“snapped” — it would go out on the 
wire as a newsflash. But mortar at-
tacks had become so ubiquitous by 
then that it was no longer news. We 
“snapped” it anyway and I won-
dered if anyone would read it.

War can have a dual effect in that 
it numbs the senses while simul-
taneously leaving you in a height-
ened state of alertness.

When I was based in Syria, I 
used to take two- and three-week 
breaks, usually in Lebanon, to rec-
alibrate and return with fresh eyes 
to Syria. During the breaks, it took 
me some time to feel “normal”, 
to tolerate traffic noise and large 
crowds or engage in mundane con-
versation.

This is where relying on local re-
porters who never leave the scene 
can run into problems. After a 
while, neither aerial attacks nor 
mortar shells nor the morbid death 
notices that name entire families 
will catch your attention. This in-
evitable lack of perspective will 

chip away at your ability to do your 
job as a journalist, even as events 
weigh heavily on you.

We live in a world where not all 
deaths are equal, not only because 
the death of locals in any armed 
conflict quickly becomes a morbid 
tally of mind-numbing statistics 
but also because we judge killers 
and their weapons of choice differ-
ently.

Death by beheading trumps 
death by gunfire. A one-time 
chemical attack is more memorable 
than the daily barrage of barrel 
bombs, even when the latter has 
killed — and continues to kill — 
exponentially more civilians. An 
Islamic State (ISIS) militant filming 
a gruesome murder of civilians 
invokes vicious condemnation in 
a way that is different from when a 
US-operated drone mistakenly kills 
civilians.

This is the unspoken value sys-
tem of our readers, editors and 
ourselves that journalists must rec-
oncile, whether they are local or an 
outsider, though there are differ-
ences.

A Western reporter might be 
viewed by warring factions as “in-
nocent”, someone uncorrupted 
by local tribalism and therefore a 
neutral party. Just as likely, this 
Westerner can be viewed as a spy, a 
plant or an affiliate of whatever al-
lies her country of origin might be 
supporting. An “innocent” West-
erner might be perceived as an easy 
target for kidnap for ransom or 
propaganda.

One self-professed interroga-
tor who said he worked in one of 
Bashar Assad’s prisons and boasted 
about how prisoners “not lasting 
very long” under his hands best 
captures this sentiment. Asked 
how he thought the war in Syria 
would end, he shrugged and said: 
“The West will never let the Islam-
ists come near us. We’re Alawites, 
a religious minority and the West 
will instinctively protect us.”

Rightly or wrongly, it is a com-

mon belief in the Middle East, and 
a story constantly peddled to West-
ern journalists, that the West es-
chews all things Muslim and aims 
to protect women and minorities.

On the other hand, local 
journalists might be perceived 
through the lens of the conflict. 
When I travelled throughout Syria 
from government-controlled areas 
into rebel strongholds and back, I 
played different hands. One time I 
was a Sunni Muslim, so the rebels 
would trust me. Another time I was 
Druze, so the government soldiers 
would not become suspicious of 
me. Next time I was Christian, so as 
to explain my presence at a church 
inside a contentious area. I was 
lucky in that my name and “place 
of origin” on my national ID card 
came with no particular stigma and 
I was able to camouflage myself 
with ease.

But I could not hide my Syrian 
accent. During one of the few sto-
ries I reported from Lebanon, Syr-
ian refugees who had originally 
expressed an interest in telling 
their story to my Western colleague 
immediately recoiled when they 

heard me speak. In their mind, 
a Syrian identifying herself as a 
journalist, hovering near Hezbol-
lah country in Lebanon, could only 
be one thing: an informant for the 
Assad regime. I did not try to con-
vince them otherwise. I walked 
away from the story and left it to a 
Western colleague.

In a war, there are always “good 
guys” and “bad guys” but a com-
mitted journalist treats them equal-
ly, allowing all voices to emerge in 
the reporting. The reader decides 
where the blame falls.

The problem arises when one 
side succeeds in owning the nar-
rative of the entire story because it 
is in control. Israel managed to do 
this for years when it maintained 
that Palestinian areas were “un-
safe”, limiting international jour-
nalists to the story inside of Israel 
proper while suppressing the Pal-
estinians’ side of the story.

The Assad regime periodically 
gives entry visas to members of 
international media, usually for 
a maximum of ten days. During 
such a short time period, a journal-
ist usually writes a “mood story” 
about Damascus and perhaps about 
another government-controlled 
city, like Homs and the coastline.

The regime knows that the jour-
nalist cannot possibly get the real 
story during such a short visit and 
travelling into rebel areas from 
government areas is prohibited and 
too dangerous on smuggled routes, 
so the story becomes restricted to 
the regime side. The reporting we 
get from rebel areas is usually from 
rebel activists, which makes it bi-
ased news.

Unfortunately, this is now the 
coverage of the war in Syria and 
as war reporting becomes more 
dangerous than ever for journal-
ists, it will become a typical model 
for other places of conflict, such as 
Yemen and Libya.

Rasha Elass is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

An April 2003 file picture shows the camera of an injured 
photographer covered with blood on the 15th floor of Baghdad’s 
Palestine Hotel.

“Nor will I ever 
forget the sad look 
in the eyes of four-
year-old Maria 
permanently 
paralysed from neck 
down.”

Dominique Roch

Rasha Elass

In a war, there are 
always “good guys” 
and “bad guys” but a 
committed 
journalist treats 
them equally.

War numbs the 
senses while 
simultaneously 
leaving you in a 
heightened state of 
alertness.

We live in a world 
where not all deaths 
are equal.

Palestinian cameraman Rami Sweidan is brought to Rafeedia hospital after he was shot by Israeli 
troops, in the West Bank city of Nablus, on October 11th.
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Special Focus Covering war in the Middle East
Snapshots from 
the war zone:
‘Grenades are bad 
for business’

Media activists are main news conduits in Syrian war

Northern Syria

T 

he Syrian war has been 
widely covered by a host 
of online media outlets, 
YouTube channels, Twit-
ter accounts and Facebook 

pages dedicated to monitoring the 
conflict around the clock.

However, behind the wide flow of 
information and visuals from Syria 
very few of those reporting are pro-
fessional media operators. The cov-
erage is mostly handled by young 
supporters of the revolution who 
have become media activists com-
mitted to communicating develop-
ments on the ground to the outside 
world.

The high risks of moving around 
in rebel-controlled territory and 
restrictions imposed on media in 
regime areas has left Arab and in-
ternational media with little option 
but to rely on activists as sources of 
information since anti-regime dem-
onstrations, which started in March 
2011, degenerated into a devastat-
ing and complex civil war.

While some have a little me-
dia background, many seemingly 
fell into the work, said Mowaffak 
Khodr, a Syrian journalist working 
with opposition media in Turkey.

“The restrictions imposed [by 
the regime] prevented coverage by 
professional journalists. Activists at 
the demonstrations had to rely on 

themselves by filming the protests 
and arrests of demonstrators and 
sending their video shoots to satel-
lite television.”

The lack of professionalism was 
obvious in the biased information 
transmitted by the activists. “But 
with time they learned from their 
mistakes, while some were coached 
and trained by satellite channels 
with which they collaborated, im-
proving the quality of their report-
ing,” Khodr added.

Mostafa Jomaa, a singer in rural 
Hama, was hired by Al Aan TV chan-
nel as their stringer in the area. Alaa 

al-Youssef worked in the mosaics 
industry but reported for Al Jazeera. 
Hadi Abdallah, a former assistant 
teacher at a nursing school, turned 
into a full-fledged reporter embed-
ded with opposition groups on the 
battle front.

Another professional journalist 
who operated in Raqqa province 
until he fled to Belgium when the 
Islamic State (ISIS) took over the 
northern city in 2014 underscored 
the manipulation of information by 
“media activists”.

“Media outlets opposed to the 
Syrian regime have sought the ser-

vices of activists reporting from the 
field but in reality these were asked 
to broadcast information serving 
the policies of the channels they 
worked for,” said the journalist who 
asked to be identified as Mohamad 
Hamid in a Skype interview with 
The Arab Weekly.

The inaccuracy of reporting 
events on the ground was acknowl-
edged by a media activist who 
worked for a news channel support-
ing the Syrian revolution. “Fifty 
percent of the war is a media war,” 
he said. “When the number of dem-
onstrators was in the hundreds we 
would say thousands and if one ci-
vilian is killed, we say it is two,” he 
added on condition of anonymity.

Nonetheless, the work of media 
activists has been vital in helping 
the world understand events in 
Syria.

The job can mean media activ-
ists risking their lives. Both regime 
forces and rebel groups have been 
intentionally targeting journalists 
and media activists, killing 463, in-
cluding several foreign journalists, 
since April 2011, according to the 
Syrian Network for Human Rights. 
The regime is responsible for killing 

399 and ISIS is believed to have de-
tained more than 62, among them 
13 foreign journalists, the UK-based 
organisation said.

On dealing with ISIS, a media ac-
tivist who identified himself as Abu 
Quds said: “The work of reporters 
is closely monitored by the mili-
tant group, which allows licensed 
media to operate on condition that 
no ISIS leader is offended, no ISIS 
bases, members or vehicles and no 
women who were not wearing hijab 
are filmed.”

Baran Masko, a Kurdish media 
activist who covered the battle of 
Kobane between the Kurdish Peo-
ple’s Protection Units and ISIS, said 
he was thrust into the world of re-
porting, which he had never con-
templated. “It was imposed on me. I 
had to inform about the situation in 
Kobane, which I did not leave dur-
ing the whole battle,” said Masko, a 
graduate in agricultural engineer-
ing.

As the conflict shows no signs of 
ending, many media activists are 
finding their work increasingly dif-
ficult. “All parties deal with us on 
the basis that ‘if you are not with 
me, you are against me’ in a seem-
ingly endless conflict,” noted Abu 
Ammar, who reports from the be-
sieged Palestinian refugee camp of 
Yarmouk.

Ahmad Ramadan, a pseudonym 
used for safety reasons, is a 
reporter in northern Syria who 
contributes to The Arab Weekly.

T 

he 1978-79 Islamic revo-
lution in Iran was one 
of the most difficult and 
dangerous of the region’s 
conflicts to cover. Of-

ten, when assigned to cover a war, 
journalists are not given a choice of 
which side they will be on. Revo-
lutions are usually more compli-
cated than wars because, due to 
the nature of the conflict, the two 
sides battle at close quarters and 
usually in cities.

It is often difficult to differentiate 
between the “good guys” and the 
“bad guys” in conflicts but during 
the revolution in Tehran, the au-
tocratic regime was clearly the vil-
lain in that it used indiscriminate 
force, with horrific consequences, 
in a bid to maintain power.

The shah’s forces had the guns 
but, from all that I witnessed over 
a four-month period, it was obvi-
ous the people had all the guts.

Protesters were being shot in 
the hundreds at large gatherings, 
which usually took place at night. 
The military tried to keep journal-
ists in their hotels and were not 
averse to clubbing those intrepid 
souls who ventured out to witness 
the killings, then carting them off 
to jail for more beatings.

The casualty tolls from these 
nocturnal slaughters varied 
widely; the revolutionaries inflat-
ing them, the regime minimising 
them.

I found a way to assess the horror 

of these events with some accu-
racy: counting bodies in morgues. 
At the first one I visited, an orderly, 
clearly a sympathiser of the revolu-
tion, enthusiastically showed me 
the rows of bloodstained corpses 
of men, women and even children.

Because people were still dying 
of natural causes, I told him:  “I 
just want to see the ones with bul-
let holes.” He nodded, and said: 
“Do you want to see the babies?”

I demurred.
I did that for several weeks until 

I could no longer stomach the end-
less rows of dead.

One day in late December 1978, I 
had to talk to our local correspond-
ent whose office, which I used, was 
part of his large home in affluent 
pro-monarchy north Tehran. He 
was a die-hard shah loyalist and 
often tried to prevent my reports 
going out. I entered the residential 
part of the house unannounced 
and found the family rolling up 
their Persian carpets. They were 
getting out. I knew right there the 
revolution was won. The shah fled 
into exile a few weeks later.

There were moments of humour 
sometimes, dark and macabre, but 
humour nonetheless.

In 1985, during Lebanon’s civil 
war, a bewildering, many-sided af-
fair that was often several wars 
rolled into one — rather like the 
current war in Syria — many for-
eign journalists were based in the 
Commodore Hotel in the Hamra 
district of West Beirut.

There, pampered by the genial 
and indefatigable manager, the 
late and lamented Fouad Saleh, 
resident correspondents, (as op-
posed to the visiting “firemen” 
who flew in only when something 
big occurred) mingled nightly with 
a variety of Lebanese militia chief-

tains, who were a useful source of 
information and whose acquaint-
ance rescued many a correspond-
ent’s skin when things got hot and 
heavy in the streets.

I struck up a friendship with one 
of these warlords, a burly Druze 
we shall call Najib, a hard man who 
had killed many times. Over time, 
it became clear he was wearying 
of the bloodshed, like one of those 
ageing gunfighters in western 
movies who knows his time has 
passed and just wants to get out 
before he gets killed himself.

Najib drank heavily and was al-
ways watched over by his men. He 
had a sly humour about him and 
we became quite close. He even 
brought his wife and daughter to 
meet me.

One night, Najib was pretty 
sloshed. When I walked in he gave 

me a bear hug and slipped some-
thing into the pocket of my jacket. 
I put my hand in to feel what was 
there and found to my horror it 
was a hand grenade. The pin was 
still in its slot, so it was safe.

I handed the grenade back to 
Najib, saying “Here, you keep it, 
habibi. You need it more than I do.”

“No, you keep it,” he guffawed 
and unzipped his bulky bomber 

jacket to display half a dozen gre-
nades clipped on ringlets. “I’ve got 
plenty more!”

He took the grenade and lurched 
over to a Lebanese official sitting at 
the bar — and dropped the grenade 
in his lap. The poor fellow fell off 
his stool, ran out screaming, “Gre-
nade!” The bar emptied in seconds.

Najib and I were the only ones 
left but we knew the grenade was 
safe. Najib’s boys and I sat him at 
the bar and got him so drunk he 
could hardly walk, then his men 
took him home.

The Commodore crowd had 
gone off to other watering holes 
where there were no drunken 
gunmen with hand grenades. Mo-
hammad, the barman, closed up.  
“Grenades,” he grumbled with the 
wisdom of one who’s seen it all, 
“are bad for business.”

Ed Blanche has reported on most of the Middle East’s major wars 
and revolutions since 1967. Here he recalls episodes that illustrate 
the many facets of covering the  conflicts across the region:

There were 
moments of humour 
sometimes, dark and 
macabre, but 
humour 
nonetheless.

The casualty tolls 
from these 
nocturnal slaughters 
varied widely; the 
revolutionaries 
inflating them, the 
regime minimising 
them.

Award-winning American photographer Heidi Levine in Jerusalem.

Ahmad Ramadan

Media activists inside the Palestinian refugee camp of Yarmouk in 
Damascus.

The work of media 
activists has been 
vital in helping the 
world understand 
events in Syria.
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T 

he conflict in Syria is ex-
pected to dominate the 
Group of 20 summit of 
world leaders in Turkey 
but conflicting interests 

of major players at the event make 
progress towards a solution unlike-
ly.

US President Barack Obama, 
Russian leader Vladimir Putin and 
German Chancellor Angela Merkel 
are among leaders expected at the 
annual gathering of the world’s 20 
biggest economies. The two-day 
summit is to begin on November 
15th in the southern Turkish re-
sort of Antalya. The Syrian war, in 
which more than 250,000 people 
have died since 2011, is raging just 
500 km to the east of the meeting 
venue.

The meeting’s host, Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, 
was expected to renew his call for 
Syrian President Bashar Assad to 
be removed from power. “We think 
that a controlled transition period is 
necessary,” Turkish Foreign Minis-
try spokesman Tanju Bilgic said on 
November 5th. He said talks at one 
of two working dinners during the 
summit would be dedicated to the 
Syrian conflict and the refugee cri-
sis in Europe.

The war in Syria includes the Is-
lamic State (ISIS), considered one of 
the most violent and dangerous ter-
rorist groups in the world, and has 
created shock waves in countries 
more than 3,000 km from Syria’s 
borders as EU countries struggle to 
accommodate hundreds of thou-
sands of Syrian refugees.

At the same time, the crisis has 
rekindled Cold War antagonisms 
as Russia throws its political and 
military weight behind Assad and 

Western countries want the Syrian 
president to step down. Erdogan 
criticised Putin for meeting Assad 
in Moscow. The Russian Air Force 
has been bombing rebel positions in 
Syria since September 30th.

Khaled Khoja, the head of the 
Syrian National Coalition (SNC), an 
opposition umbrella group, in No-
vember called on the West to sup-
ply anti-aircraft missiles to the Free 
Syrian Army (FSA), a rebel force 
fighting Assad that has come under 
attack from Russian jets in Syria.

Khoja said more had to be done 
to protect civilians from indiscrimi-
nate air strikes. “The formula is 
clear. What we want from friendly 
countries is either to open up safe 
areas or to enable the FSA to do so,” 
Khoja told the Turkish state-run 
news agency Anadolu.

The SNC and other Syrian opposi-
tion groups, branded “terrorists” by 
the government in Damascus, ac-
cuse the West of not doing enough 
to strengthen rebel formations. The 
United States and other Western 
powers have been reluctant to sup-
ply weapons for fear they might end 
up in the hands of Islamist extrem-
ists. That concern is likely to grow 
after ISIS claimed it downed a Rus-
sian passenger plane over Egypt on 
October 31st, killing all 224 people 
on board.

Even traditional partners are at 
odds over Syria. The United States 
has been supporting the People’s 
Protection Units (YPG), a Kurdish 
militia fighting ISIS in northern Syr-
ia, angering NATO ally and Syrian 
neighbour Turkey. Ankara regards 
the YPG as a terrorist threat and 
the Syrian affiliate of the separa-
tist Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) 
fighting in Turkey.

According to the pro-government 
daily Sabah, Erdogan planned to tell 
Obama in a private meeting on the 
fringes of the summit that Turkey is 
ready to intervene in Syria militarily 
in the event that YPG fighters cross 
to the western side of the Euphra-
tes river. Such a move by the Kurds 
would be seen by Ankara as an at-
tempt to create a unified Kurdish 
area in northern Syria. On the other 
hand, US officials are reportedly 
concerned about Turkey’s military 
moves against the PKK, because 

that could weaken the YPG’s fight 
against ISIS.

Other summit participants can be 
expected to push their own agendas 
as well. EU leaders are expected to 
call on world leaders to tackle the 
refugee crisis. “Meeting in Turkey 
in the midst of a refugee crisis due 
to conflicts in Syria and elsewhere, 
the G20 must rise to the challenge 
and lead a coordinated and innova-
tive response to the crisis that rec-
ognises its global nature and eco-
nomic consequences and promotes 
greater international solidarity in 
protecting refugees,” European 
Council President Donald Tusk and 
European Commission President 
Jean-Claude Juncker wrote in a let-
ter.

EU leaders want Turkey to do 

more to stop the flow of Syrian refu-
gees to their countries and are offer-
ing billions of dollars in financial 
support as well as progress in Tur-
key’s EU membership bid as incen-
tives. In talks with Erdogan in Oc-
tober in Istanbul, Merkel promised 
fresh progress in Turkey’s accession 
talks before the end of the year.

Coming shortly after the crash of 
the Russian plane in Egypt and a 
month after suspected ISIS mem-
bers killed 102 people in twin sui-
cide attacks in Ankara, security 
around Antalya is tight. Less than 
ten days before the summit, Turk-
ish police detained 20 suspected 
ISIS supporters in Antalya.

News reports say about 12,000 
police officers will be on duty dur-
ing the summit at a coastal resort 

in Belek, a cluster of hotels on the 
Mediterranean about 20 km east of 
Antalya airport. A total of 28 hotels 
have been set aside for summit par-
ticipants. Bilgic said 25,000 people, 
including 2,500 journalists, were 
expected in and around Belek for 
the summit.

Given the tight security, Turkish 
news media have been speculat-
ing about where Obama would stay 
during the summit. Some reports 
say the Turkish government spe-
cially built a villa with bulletproof 
windows for Obama, while others 
say the US president would spend 
his nights in Antalya on a US war-
ship anchored off the coast.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Istanbul.

Syria crisis focus of G20 summit in Turkey

Turkey’s Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu addresses the audience during a G20 finance ministers 
conference in Ankara, Turkey, last September.

Thomas Seibert

The conflict in Syria 
is expected to 
dominate the Group 
of 20 summit of 
world leaders in 
Turkey.

Can Obama and Erdogan cozy up again?

W 

hen US Presi-
dent Barak 
Obama arrives 
in Turkey to 
attend the 
Group of 20 

summit, he will meet with his 
friend, Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan. Obama listed 
Erdogan among five leaders with 
whom he was “able to forge 
bonds of trust”.

But that was in 2012 and much 
has happened in the Turkish-
American relationship since.

Obama and Erdogan have seen 
their relationship strained and 
analysts in Washington do not 
believe Obama and Erdogan can 
recapture the old sentiment. Many 
will be closely watching presiden-
tial body language at the G20.

Three issues in particular have 
changed the tone of US-Turkish 
relations: Syria, the Kurds and 
human rights (especially press 
freedom) in Turkey.

On Syria, the United States and 
Turkey have seen their strategic 
goals become increasingly diver-

gent. While the American prior-
ity has been to fight the Islamic 
State (ISIS), Erdogan wants the 

removal of Syrian President Bashar 
Assad to be the priority.

The Turkish change of position 
in allowing the United States to 
use the Turkish base in Incilik 
to attack ISIS has made Turkey 
instrumental to US strategy in the 
region.

The Kurdish issue is the one 
that could make or break the 
relationship, depending on how 
the United States deals with it and 
how strongly Turkey responds. 
Turkey is unhappy with US sup-
port for and arming of the Kurdish 
forces in Syria, mainly the Demo-
cratic Union Party (PYD) and its 
armed wing. For Erdogan, this is a 
red line.

On press freedoms, the United 
States has been critical, more 
vocally so after demonstrations 
at Taksim Gezi Park in 2013. It is 
common in Washington to hear 
Erdogan referred to as “authoritar-
ian” and “dictatorial”.

Because of the negative feelings 
that characterise the US-Turkish 
relationship, any move by ei-
ther side is subject to criticism. 
When the United States withdrew 
Patriot missiles from Turkey a 
month before elections, it was 
seen as a message to the Turkish 
government. Although the joint 
US-Turkish statement said they 
were “redeployed to the US for 
critical modernisation”, Turkish 
officials noted that with Russian 
planes violating Turkish air space, 
this was not the time to withdraw 
them.

The Turkish media reported on 
delays in US arms deliveries to Tur-
key. Nothing seemed going right 
between the June elections and the 
November ones.

The just-concluded elections, 
which saw Erdogan’s Justice and 
Development Party (AKP) regain 
control, will test the relationship. 
One question asked in Washington 
is: Will Erdogan feel confident 
enough to loosen his grip on 
freedoms or will he use the AKP’s 
victory to clamp down even harder 
on the opposition?

The official US reaction to the 
AKP victory was lukewarm. The US 
State Department did not congrat-
ulate the AKP but rather congratu-
lated “the Turkish people on their 
participation in yesterday’s parlia-
mentary elections” and reiterated 
concerns over freedoms.

Trudeau said “media outlets 
and individual journalists critical 
of the government were subject to 
pressure and intimidation during 
the campaign, seemingly in a man-
ner calculated to weaken political 
opposition”.

It seems this “difficult two-track 
policy”, as Alan Makovsky, senior 
fellow at the Center for American 
Progress, described it, will be the 
future of the relationship.

“This is a classic case where our 
strategic interests and democratic 
principles are not aligned together 
well,” Makovsky said. “Our priority 
has to be the airbases and on the 
strategic level our interests are be-
ing largely met.”

Makovsky called Turkey an 
“illiberal democracy” and added: 
“We used to hold Turkey as a 
model for democracy in the Middle 
East. We cannot say that anymore.”

Makovsky called the election 
results “a vote for stability over 
democracy”.

But Soner Cagaptay, director of 
the Turkish Research Program at 
the Washington Institute for Near 
East Policy, saw a positive result 
in the outcome of the elections for 
the relationship. He predicts that 
Turkey will go back “to where the 
relations were two to three years 
ago, a confident interlocutor with 
reliability of decision making”.

Those critical of Erdogan’s policy 
say Turkey is heading for an “envi-
ronment of instability”, as Steven 
Cook of the Council on Foreign 
Relations said.

Washington will continue its 
two-track policy of relying on Tur-
key for its strategic interests while 
criticising Turkey over freedoms.

However, the prime issue will be 
Washington’s policy towards the 
Kurds, especially the PYD and its 
armed wing.

If the United States continues 
arming the Kurds, it and Turkey 
will face a serious crisis because, 
for Erdogan, the Kurdish issue is 
not only a national security con-
cern, it is an existential issue for 
the Turkish state.

Amal Mudallali is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

Amal
Mudallali

View point
The Kurdish 
issue is the 
one that 
could make 
or break the 
relationship.

The official US reaction 
to the AKP victory was 
lukewarm.



15November 13, 2015

News & Analysis Iran

London

I 

n 2003-05, when Iran was in 
talks with the European Union 
over its nuclear programme, 
many conservatives feared an 
agreement would boost the 

popularity of reformist president 
Mohammad Khatami. Some seem to 
fear the same today over Hassan Ro-
hani, even though most reformists 
have been excluded from Iranian 
mainstream politics since the unrest 
that erupted after the disputed 2009 
presidential election.

While he is no reformist, Rohani’s 
political sense is that the Islamic 
Republic can compromise at home 
and abroad without undermining its 
viability or sacrificing its interests. 
He says that unnecessary inflexibil-
ity — whether over the nuclear pro-
gramme or civil liberties — will make 
the system too brittle.

Hence he has publicly objected to 
a wave of detentions of journalists 
and others, mocking principle-ist 
news outlets that “even tell their 
audience who is going to be arrested 
tomorrow”.

Rohani suspects that senior ele-
ments in the judiciary and Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps are 
preparing to link “subversives” to 
those close to him and has argued 
that legitimate concerns over “infil-
tration”, a word used in September 
by Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei should not be used for 
factional gain.

“We have to fight in a serious and 
real way any type of foreign infiltra-
tion and a few should not toy with 

the word,” he said on November 
4th. “If the supreme leader presents 
a word, we should understand it 
correctly… and not allow a few in-
dividuals to take advantage of it in 
pursuit of their personal, group or 
partisan interests.”

It would not be the first instance 
of Rohani being targeted. In 2007, 
Hossein Mousavian, who had a lead-
ing role in nuclear talks during 2003-
05 when Rohani was secretary of the 
Supreme National Security Council, 
was arrested and accused of espio-

nage before being cleared by the ju-
diciary.

Whether the current wave of ar-
rests reflects the strength, or the 
weakness, of Rohani’s opponents is 
a moot point. Iranian politics is in a 
delicate period leading up to Febru-
ary 2016 elections for both parlia-
ment and the Assembly of Experts, 
the body that chooses the supreme 
leader.

Factional struggles have inten-
sified since the July 14th nuclear 
agreement with world powers and 
opponents of the agreement are far 
from down. They know Khamenei 
wants their continuing support and 
were encouraged by his warning to 
reformists and others not to “ex-
ploit” the deal as well as his contin-
uing stress on the dangers posed by 
the United States.

But they also sense that the agree-
ment has widespread public sup-
port. Indeed, the dominance of the 
nuclear question puts the principle-
ists on the back foot. This seems 
likely to remain the case by Febru-
ary, when there will be a wide alli-
ance supporting both the agreement 
and Rohani, possibly stretching 
from conservatives such as Ali Lari-
jani, parliamentary speaker, to some 
reformists.

The nuclear issue makes it hard 
for the principle-ists to win a debate 
on the economy. True, there is pub-
lic disappointment there has been 
no sudden improvement since the 
deal and both Rohani and the Inter-
national Monetary Fund (IMF) have 
suggested that — with global oil 
prices remaining low — the economy 
may contract slightly in the current 
Iranian year. But the medium-term 
outlook is rosier, with the IMF fore-
casting 5% growth, with crippling 
sanctions eased, in both 2016-17 and 
2017-18.

Principle-ists may have a blunter 
electoral weapon in the watchdog 
Guardian Council, which vets can-
didates both for parliament and the 
Assembly of Experts. The council 
will surely block most reformists, 
including any from the recently 
formed Islamic Iranian National Al-
liance party and certainly anyone 
associated with the Green Move-
ment.

But how far the council goes in 
barring others remains to be seen. 
The election for the Assembly of Ex-
perts is particularly important, giv-
en the reasonable chance it will in 
its next eight-year term pick the suc-
cessor to Khamenei, who is 76 and 
in 2014 underwent prostate surgery.

Rohani is a member of the assem-
bly, as is former president Akbar 
Hashemi Rafsanjani, who topped 
the poll in Tehran in the election in 
2005. It is tempting to think such 
pragmatists will do well in Febru-
ary, giving them a strong hand in the 
succession.

In 2013 the Guardian Council 
barred Rafsanjani from the presi-
dential election on grounds of age, 
which could hardly be a factor for 
the Assembly of Experts, whose 
chairman Ayatollah Mohammad 
Yazdi is, at 84, three years older than 
Rafsanjani.

It might give Khamenei satis-
faction to see his long-time rival 
blocked from any part in the succes-
sion but barring Rafsanjani would 
be a serious political risk. Neither 
would it be simply a matter for the 
Guardian Council, as there are prec-
edents for Khamenei to overrule it.

These are not easy decisions. Any 
escalation in tension between the 
competing factions makes it more 
difficult for Khamenei to remain 
aloof from the cut and thrust. Al-
ready 26 years in office, he will want 
a smooth succession and a successor 
who commands support across the 
political class.

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

Rohani faces hardliners amid crackdown on reformists
Gareth Smyth

It would not be the 
first instance of 
Rohani being 
targeted.

Washington

A 

veritable witch-hunt 
has followed the July 
14th nuclear agreement 
between the Islamic Re-
public and US-led global 

powers in which lobbyists instru-
mental in the success of President 
Hassan Rohani’s diplomacy are 
being arrested, some on espionage 
charges.

Such crackdowns are not unusu-
al in Iran but what makes this one 
particularly notable is that it is not 
the Ministry of Intelligence and 
Security or regular law enforce-
ment agencies that are doing the 
arresting but the Intelligence and 
Security Organisation of the Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guards Corps 
(IRGC-ISO), the clerical regime’s 
praetorian guard.

This not only heralds tough 
times for Rohani and Iran’s tech-
nocratic elite who form the core of 
his administration. It also signals 
the growing influence of the IRGC, 
the most powerful military force in 
the country, its hard-line factions 
in particular.

The wave of arrests also appears 
to be a deliberate effort by hardlin-
ers in the Tehran regime to lower 
public expectations of political lib-
eralisation and economic recovery 
in the wake of the nuclear agree-
ment.

It was Iranian Supreme Leader 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, who gave 
the green light for the current 
witch-hunt. He has shown consid-
erable ambivalence to the agree-
ment and in a September 9th ad-

dress warned against negotiations 
with the United States, which he 
branded “an instrument of infiltra-
tion”.

Addressing IRGC commanders a 
week later, Khamenei not only reit-
erated his warning against “enemy 
infiltration” but explicitly urged 
the IRGC-ISO to counter “threats 
against the revolution”.

The October 29th meeting be-
tween Iranian Foreign Minister 
Mohammad Javad Zarif and US 
Secretary of State John Kerry in 
Vienna indicates that Khamenei’s 
opposition to negotiations with 
the United States is disingenuous. 
The Iranian leader may not want to 
publicly endorse policy coordina-
tion with the United States when 
it comes to developments in Syria 
and Iraq and the fight against the 
Islamic State (ISIS), their common 
enemy.

However, there is nothing dis-
ingenuous about Khamenei’s op-
position to “enemy infiltration of 
Iran”, a warning that serves the 
purpose of intimidating political 
dissidents.

Major-General Mohammad Ali 
Jafari, the IRGC commander, has 
enthusiastically embraced Khame-
nei’s call. In a November 3rd ad-
dress commemorating the 1979 sei-
zure of the US embassy in Tehran, 
Jafari warned about a “prolonged 
sedition of infiltration” following 
the July 14th agreement. This, he 
insisted “may last several years”.

Even before Khamenei’s formal 
green light, the IRGC was rounding 
up people branded as suspects.

Nazar Zakka, a Lebanese citi-
zen with permanent residence in 
the United States, who serves as 
secretary-general of the Arab In-
formation and Communications 
Technology Organisation, disap-
peared in Tehran on September 
18th. According to the New York 
Times, Zakka had been invited to 
Iran with his family by Shahin-
dokht Molaverdi, vice-president 
for Women and Family Affairs.

Siamak Namazi, an Iranian-
American dual citizen of the Iran 

Atieh Bahar Consulting firm, who 
served as Rohani’s chief lobbyist 
in the United States, was arrested 
in mid-October at his mother’s 
house in Tehran. His family has 
decided to maintain a low-key po-
sition because they fear public pro-
tests could make things worse for 
Namazi.

The IRGC-ISO was also responsi-
ble for the arrest of Jason Rezaian, 
an Iranian-American dual citizen 
and a correspondent of the Wash-
ington Post.  He was convicted  of 
espionage  in October in a secret 
trial, Iranian media reported.

Among the others arrested 
were Isa Saharkhiz, a reformist 
journalist who supported former 

president Mohammad Khatami; 
reformist editor Ehsan Mazanda-
rani, Saman Safarzaei, a journalist 
with the pro-Rohani Andisheh-ye 
Pouya monthly; and Afarin Chit-
saz, actress and columnist with 
Iran, the mouthpiece of Rohani’s 
government.

There have also been reports 
that “members of an infiltrator 
network cooperating with hostile 
Western governments” have been 
arrested.

The recent arrests reflect Khame-
nei’s desire to restore the balance 
of power within the regime by 
weakening Rohani’s camp, which 
was greatly strengthened by the 
nuclear agreement, and boost the 

powers of the IRGC.
However, the IRGC is also pur-

suing its own agenda and is send-
ing another message: The nuclear 
agreement may have opened lu-
crative business opportunities in 
Iran but those interested in invest-
ing in the Islamic Republic should 
cooperate with the Revolutionary 
Guards rather than Rohani and his 
influential ally, former president 
Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani.

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.

Witch-hunt for ‘spies’ in Tehran
Ali Alfoneh

Ali Rezaian, brother of Jason Rezaian, the Washington Post’s Tehran bureau chief who is currently in 
Evin Prison in Iran, at the Washington Press Club, in July.

The recent arrests 
reflect Khamenei’s 
desire to restore the 
balance of power 
within the regime by 
weakening Rohani’s 
camp.

Iranian President Hassan Rohani (C) with parliament speaker Ali 
Larijani (L), and Judiciary Chief Sadeq Larijani (R) in Tehran, on 
October 3rd.

 Iranian politics is in 
a delicate period 
leading up to 
February 2016 
elections.
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London

O 

ne hand rests on a 
wooden cane. Dark eyes 
stare mournfully into 
the middle distance. 
The image of Sheikh 

Saeed Adam Omar, one of the last 
of the Guardians of the Prophet’s 
Mosque in Medina, showcases his 
inherent dignity and humanity. He 
died not long after the portrait was 
taken.

Not much is known about the 
Guardians of the Prophet’s Mosque 
in Medina, holders of the keys 
to Prophet Mohammad’s burial 
chamber and the historic mosque’s 
minbar. The position of Guardian 
dates to the mid-12th century. Hail-
ing from Abyssinia (now northern 
Ethiopia), the Guardians have pro-
vided services to worshippers at 
the mosque for centuries.

At times, the order numbered 
more than 100. Now, there are five; 
they are the last Guardians after 
Saudi Arabia said it would discon-
tinue the office. Saudi artist Adel 
Quraishi’s exhibition The Guard-
ians at London’s Park Gallery, part 
of the Nour Festival, aims to bring 
them out of the shadows.

The portraits of eight Guardians 
dominate the small exhibition, 
with each image allowed room to 
breathe and showcase the dignity 
and humanity of the subjects.

“That is the intention of all my 
portraits. One has to do more than 

simply take a photo. In order to 
succeed as an artist, I have to ex-
tract something from the subject,” 
Quraishi told The Arab Weekly. “I 
received no specific instruction as 
to how I should photograph the 
Guardians but I set out to dig out 
the best that I can from them as 
characters and human beings.

“To me, they are characters who 
have walked out of a history book. I 
was honoured to take photographs 
of people who I had read about. As 
a young man I remember seeing 
them and they hold a particularly 
significance to me, making the 
chance to capture them on camera 
the opportunity of a lifetime.”

The Guardians can still be seen 
roaming the prayer halls of the 
Prophet’s Mosque in Medina but 
it is an increasingly rare sight. For 
many Muslims, a chance encounter 
with one of the elderly Guardians 
is a momentous occasion, remem-
bered by children and grandchil-
dren. Soon the Guardians will be 
relegated to the annals of history 
but they will live on through Qurai-
shi’s elegantly shot portraits.

One can sense the different char-
acters and characteristics on dis-
play and Quraishi’s camera man-
ages to imbue the portraits with the 
weight of history. This last group of 
Guardians will have seen Mecca 
develop from a small pilgrim town 
to the metropolis it is today.

Next to Sheikh Saeed Adam 
Omar’s sombre visage, there are 
seven portraits that highlight the 
stately visages of the last of the 
Guardians.

Sheikh Ahmed Ali Yaseen peers 
into the frame with a playful ex-
pression on his face, appearing to 
be concealing a secret and a smile. 
Sheikh Abdo Ali Shaikh is impas-
sive, staring off into the distance 
and refusing to meet the camera’s 
lens with his eyes. 

He appears deep in contempla-
tion. Sheikh Ahmed Masibo Saleh, 
dressed in pure white, looks frankly 
and sedately out from his portrait.

They are the last of the Guard-
ians — there will be no others after 
them.

Quraishi acknowledges the his-
torical significance of his portraits. 
“Photographing the Guardians 
was not just an artistic practice 
but a historical documentation 
also. Three of the Guardians have 
passed away since the photographs 
were taken in 2013 and others are 
all quite elderly. That makes these 
portraits quite unique and made 
me realise that I had to capture 
them correctly to do them justice,” 
he said.

The exhibition has had a good re-
sponse, with Muslims from across 

the United Kingdom journeying to 
London to attend. 

It has also attracted the attention 
of many who had never heard of 
the Guardians.

“Adel Quraishi’s exhibition The 
Guardians represents the Riyadh-
based artist’s first solo exhibition 
in London,” Park Gallery Manager 
Joe Start said. “Having been pho-
tographing passionately for the last 
two decades, it was not until 2014 
that he began to exhibit his work, 
represented by the Park Gallery.

“Leighton House Museum pro-
vides the perfect backdrop for his 
photographs in the multicultural 
global art capital that is London, 

offering a wide audience the op-
portunity to see and experience his 
work.”

He added: “The Guardians is per-
haps Quraishi’s most ambitious 
project to date — a responsibility 
to convey this 800-year-old tradi-
tion for the first time and do the 
individual sitters justice, adding 
more pressure to the task — but the 
resulting portraits are captivating.

“The public response has been 
excellent, both from those familiar 
with the tradition and others be-
coming acquainted with it for the 
first time, and we hope that people 
will continue to visit until Novem-
ber 29th.”

News & Analysis East   West

The last of the Guardians in London
Mahmud el-Shafey

“Adel Quraishi’s 
exhibition The 
Guardians 
represents the 
Riyadh-based 
artist’s first solo 
exhibition in 
London.”

Minnesota researchers to put online Mideast archival ‘treasure’
Rasha Elass

Washington

I 

n the scramble to protect the 
heritage of the Middle East, 
researchers at a small Catholic 
college in Minnesota aim to 
put online an archive of about 

50,000 manuscripts, digitised over 
the last decade in Iraq, Syria, Tur-
key, Egypt and Jerusalem.

The manuscripts include theo-
logical, liturgical, biblical and 
grammatical texts with many his-
toric anecdotes, as well as a price-
less collection of notes and com-
ments from those who handled and 
read them over the centuries. Most, 
but not all, of the manuscripts are 
Christian.

The Reverend Columba Stewart, 
a Benedictine monk and one of the 
main organisers of the digitisation 
effort, talked about what he de-
scribed as an archival “treasure”, of 
which a preliminary catalogue will 
become accessible online by April 
2016.

The project is housed at the Hill 
Museum and Manuscript Library 
at Saint John’s University in Colle-
geville, Minnesota.

Stewart said that although much 
of the material may not be original 
and is available from other sources, 
the digitised archive offers a rare 
look into the culture and mindset 
of the time.

“Most manuscripts are familiar 

things, copies of texts we have else-
where. But in addition to the text, 
every manuscript has notes and 
comments about who owned it and 
who commissioned it,” he said by 
telephone from his office in Minne-
sota. “Maybe a note about a histori-
cal event or something about their 
church or their family. Basically, 
it’s whatever people thought about 

writing down and it is by no means 
solely religious.”

One “extraordinary archive” 
details daily life in Mesopotamia 
throughout the 18th and 19th cen-
turies, explains Stewart. It is the 
work of missionaries of the Domin-
ican Order who left Italy for Mosul 
in the mid-18th century. Known 
for their scholarship, the mission-

aries were avid archaeologists and 
learned Arabic and studied Islam 
and the Quran to familiarise them-
selves with the culture in which 
they were proselytising.

“They were learned people and 
they worked from a position of re-
spect even though they were inter-
ested in converting people. They 
were very sophisticated,” Stewart 
said.

“They wrote down what they 
found and took photographs and 
drew sketches.”

The archive is housed in Erbil and 
will become available online as part 
of the project.

The digitisation of manuscripts 
in Iraq began shortly after the US 
invasion in 2003 and continued un-
til the rise of the Islamic State (ISIS). 
Stewart said  there are manuscripts 
that have not been digitised and are 
in danger of destruction, namely in 
a monastery near Alqosh in Iraq.

A similar digitisation effort in 
Syria stopped in 2012 when the 
security situation began to dete-
riorate in the country. Most of the 
digitised Syrian manuscripts were 
from Aleppo, with others from 
Homs and Damascus.

One of the manuscripts in Aleppo 
originated in Sanliurfa in Turkey 
and was taken to Syria during a 
Christian exodus. Stewart said it is 
particularly significant because it is 
the only known complete copy in 
Syria of a world history written in 
the 12th century by Syrian Patriarch 
Michael the Great.

“He tells the story of what it was 
like to be a local Christian at the 
time of the Crusades. The foreign-
ers come and invade and the people 
who were punished most severely 
were the local Christians,” said 
Stewart, adding that the situation 
was not too different from today.

“What’s really pointed about this 
example is that the bishop in Alep-
po who gave us permission and 
wrote the foreword was kidnapped 
in April 2013,” said Stewart, refer-
ring to Mar Gregorios Yohanna Ibra-
him, who disappeared along with 
the local Greek Orthodox Bishop 
Boulos Yazigi. Both are still miss-
ing.

There are ongoing efforts to dig-
itise more manuscripts in Turkey, 
Egypt and those belonging to Mus-
lim families in Jerusalem.

The exodus of Christians from 
the Middle East since the Iraq war, 
worsened by the rise of ISIS, has 
been catastrophic and many Chris-
tians expect they never will return 
to the only home they had ever 
known. The valley of Nineveh in 
Iraq perhaps best captures the ca-
lamity. Once home to nearly 2 mil-
lion Iraqis belonging to various reli-
gious communities, half have been 
displaced from their ancient home 
because of the ISIS occupation.

“There is great uncertainty in 
Syria and Iraq with Christians 
who‘ve always lived in the same 
place and they don’t know if they’ll 
ever go back. They’re cut from the 
root and scattered and will become 
Westernised,” Stewart said. “So in 
a way, the manuscripts remain the 
only witness to a once thriving in-
digenous culture.”

College researchers 
in Minnesota aim to 
put online an 
archive of about 
50,000 manuscripts.

Reverend Columba Stewart, director of the Hill Museum and 
Manuscript Library.

The manuscripts 
include theological, 
liturgical, biblical 
and grammatical 
texts with many 
historic anecdotes, 
as well as a priceless 
collection of notes.

Sheikh Ahmed Ali YaseenSheikh Saeed Adam Omar
(Courtesy the artist & The Park Gallery, London)
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In refugee crisis, Angela Merkel stands tall
Bernd Debusmann

Washington

P 

oliticians who put their ca-
reer on the line for doing 
the right thing are few and 
far between. But that is 
what German Chancellor 

Angela Merkel is doing as critics ac-
cuse her of having acted recklessly 
in opening the door to an immense 
flood of mainly Muslim refugees 
from Syria and other conflict zones.

For the first time in years, her ap-
proval rating — usually more than 
70% — has slipped to less than 50%. 
Criticism has come not only from 
East European leaders, led by Hun-
gary’s xenophobic Viktor Orban, 
but even from her own Christian 
Democratic Union and its Bavarian 
sister party.

Followers of the far-right Patriot-
ic Europeans Against the Islamisa-
tion of the Occident (Pegida) have 
been staging noisy anti-Merkel 
demonstrations. The populist right-
wing Alternative fuer Deutschland 
says it is gaining followers.

Merkel stands firm. “We can 
cope,” is her standard reply to those 
who say that even in a country as 
proud of its efficiency as Germany, 
absorbing a million refugees or 
more in a year is a monumental 
enterprise with long-term conse-
quences that will change the cul-
ture of the country.

The chancellor, not usually given 
to bold statements, has dismissed 
complaints boldly: “If we now have 

to start apologising for showing a 
friendly face in response to emer-
gency situations, then that’s not my 
country.”

In the same vein: “I’m happy that 
Germany has become a country 
that many people outside Germany 
now associate with hope.”

The new Merkel, champion of 
refugees, would be a fitting addi-
tion to Profiles in Courage, the 1957 
book by then-senator John F. Ken-
nedy about politicians who risked 
losing popularity for doing the right 
thing.

Merkel has, as of November 
22nd, been in power ten years and 
through much of her tenure she 
has been seen as a coolly calcu-
lating tactician, so much given to 
equivocation that her compatriots 
coined a new verb for her way of 
doing things — merkeln. It means 
refraining from stating clear opin-
ions, playing your cards close to the 
chest.

Opinion polls show that a grow-
ing number of Germans wonder 
whether Merkel’s “we can cope” is 
wishful thinking and some widely 
publicized glitches in the vetting 
and absorption process have pro-
vided ammunition for critics. Such 
was the case of Sumte, a village of 
102 inhabitants that was asked to 
accommodate 750 refugees.

The debate over the wisdom of 
opening the door so wide in Sep-
tember has rekindled speculation 
about the future of Merkel. Can she 
survive the refugee crisis and run, 
and win, a fourth term? The next 
federal elections are scheduled for 
September 2017 and Merkel said in 
August — before the refugee flood 
rose to unprecedented levels — that 
she intended to run.

However, there is renewed spec-
ulation that Merkel has an eye on a 
post that would enhance her global 
stature: secretary-general of the 
United Nations.

In February, a group of prominent 
women from academia formed the 

Campaign to Elect a Woman UN 
Secretary-General, pointing out 
that there have been eight men to 
hold the job since the world body 
was established 70 years ago. It’s 
high time for a woman, the group 
argues.

Merkel is on the group’s list of po-
tential candidates, alongside such 
figures as International Monetary 
Fund boss Christine Lagarde, for-
mer Irish President Mary Robinson, 

former Danish Prime Minister Helle 
Thorning-Schmidt and Federica 
Mogherini, the EU foreign policy 
chief. Before the campaign listed 
its candidates alphabetically, Mer-
kel topped the list. Her stand on 
the refugee crisis has won applause 
from many UN members.

The present UN secretary-gen-
eral, South Korea’s Ban Ki-moon, 
leaves office at the end of 2016. It 
is a post of global prestige but little 
actual power, which could be a dis-
incentive for Merkel whose power 
has grown steadily since she be-
came chancellor. Forbes magazine 
has ranked her “the most powerful 
woman on the planet” for nine of 
the last ten years running (she was 
No. 4 in 2010).

And while her star is fading, 
slightly, at home, it is shining 
brightly abroad. The latest of many 
accolades for the 61-year-old Lu-
theran pastor’s daughter: Her por-
trait on the cover of the Economist 
magazine, with the headline: The 
indispensable European. An edito-
rial showers praise. “Look around 
Europe and one leader stands above 
all the rest: Angela Merkel… In her 
ten years in office, Mrs Merkel has 
grown taller with every upheaval.”

Bernd Debusmann is a writer 
on foreign affairs based in 
Washington. He has reported from 
more than 100 countries and was 
wounded twice while covering the 
civil war in Lebanon.

Migrants from Syria and Iraq take selfies with German Chancellor Angela Merkel near the Federal 
Office for Migration and Refugees in Berlin.

Opinion polls show 
that a growing 
number of Germans 
wonder whether 
Merkel’s “we can 
cope” is wishful 
thinking.

Long-term bonds a solution to migration crisis?

E
urope hopefully 
headlined its summit 
in Malta on migration 
as “international” 
while knowing that it 
bears most of the 

responsibility.
This has happened by default. 

Europe did not provoke the rush 
of migrants. It cannot end the 
Syrian war and weak authoritarian 
governance in Eritrea that is driv-
ing people to leave their homes. It 
can either watch people die as they 
follow the trail that leads from the 
Mediterranean to the rich north or 
it can look after them and process 
asylum claims.

The issue may be international 
but immediate action has become 
a test of European-ness — of its 
heart, moral fibre, ability to unite 
in adversity and efficiently execute 
some sort of plan.

With some slip-ups and backslid-
ing, this is coming to pass.

Spain said on November 5th it 
rescued 517 people adrift in a boat 
off Libya. The Greek Coast Guard 
reported more than 370 people 
were saved in operations near 
Kos and Lesbos. In a sign that the 
asylum process may now be better 
resourced, especially in high-de-
mand countries such as Germany 
and Austria, a steady monthly rise 
in applications is reported.

The European Union as a whole 

also appears to be increasingly 
resigned to the inevitability of the 
situation. In the European Com-
mission’s latest report on the future 
of the economy, it predicted that an 
additional 3 million asylum-seekers 
could arrive on Europe’s shores by 
the end of 2016.

Interestingly, it said that the 
European Union’s overall popula-
tion would rise by just a fraction — 
0.4% — as a result of the influx and 
it forecast a small overall economic 
boost because of higher govern-
ment spending and a bigger pool of 
available labour.

And yet there is no denying the 
problems that soar up ahead like 
Alpine peaks. According to the 
UN refugee agency, by the end of 
October more than 760,000 people 
had entered Europe in search of 
sanctuary or jobs.

The unremitting flow has 
strained the resources of even 
Europe’s rich north. Sweden, which 
has taken the largest per capita 
share of refugees of any EU coun-
try, said it needs emergency aid. Its 
bills are multiplying as it runs out 
of government accommodations 
for refugees and contracts with ex-
pensive theme parks and ski resorts 
in the short-term.

A good example is High Chap-
arral, a Wild West theme park in 
rural southern Sweden where 400 
Syrians will get to try horseback 
adventures for $30 per head per 
night during the off-season that 
lasts until May.

What happens after that? It’s ob-
vious that Europe, not just Sweden, 
needs a sustainable plan for at least 
the next five years.

Cue George Soros, the Hungari-

an-born hedge fund manager and 
liberal philanthropist, who has 
put forward a rather interesting, if 
controversial, idea.

Soros, whose Open Society 
Foundations consistently argues 
for migration and asylum poli-
cies “grounded in economic and 
demographic realities, not driven 
by temporary political considera-
tions or popular misconceptions”, 
says that European countries 
need to find it appealing to accept 
refugees.

Absolutely right. There have 
to be incentives beyond the good 
public relations that comes from 
appearing to be compassionate.

Soros recommends that the 
European Union provide 15,000 
euros ($16,100) per asylum-seeker 
to each accepting country for each 
of the first two years to help cover 
housing, health care and education 
costs.

His second big idea is for the Eu-
ropean Union to raise this money 
“by issuing long-term bonds using 
its largely untapped AAA borrow-
ing capacity, which will have the 
added benefit of providing a justi-
fied fiscal stimulus to the European 
economy”.

As a supremely canny inves-
tor — Soros is one of the world’s 
30 richest people — his idea has a 
straightforward and unbeatable 
financial logic.

Chances are that long-term 
refugee bonds would be supported 
across the Arab world and beyond, 
a model of sustainable burden-
sharing in the global village.

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

Rashmee 
Roshan Lall

View point

The 
European 
Union’s 
overall 
population 
would rise 
by just a 
fraction — 
0.4% — as 
a result of 
the influx.

It’s obvious that Europe, 
not just Sweden, needs 
a sustainable plan for at 
least the next five years.

The new Merkel, 
champion of 
refugees, would be a 
fitting addition to 
Profiles in Courage.
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Iraqi Kurdistan facing economic crunch
Nermeen Mufti

Erbil

D 

espite its vast oil re-
sources, Iraq’s autono-
mous northern Kurdish 
region is facing an eco-
nomic crunch caused by 

fleeing foreign capital in the wake of 
attacks by Islamic State (ISIS) mili-
tants, falling oil prices and official 
corruption.

A World Bank report said the 
Kurdish area’s economy had con-
tracted by 5% in the first few 
months of 2015, primarily because 
poverty more than doubled from 
3.5% to 8.1%.

The region had seen significant 
economic growth in recent years 
due to foreign investment. Western 
firms, mainly oil and gas explora-
tion companies, flooded the Kurd-
ish market.

However, economic difficulties 
began to surface in 2014 when Is-
lamic State (ISIS) militants took 
over areas near Kurdistan and at-
tacked Kurdish areas. Tensions 
with Baghdad was already brewing 
over Kurdistan’s cut of oil revenues, 
prompting the central government 
to drastically reduce budget alloca-
tions to the region. That resulted in 
a serious cash crunch; civil servants 
haven’t been paid since August.

The Kurdish areas are ruled by 
the Kurdistan Regional Government 
(KRG), which has long been at odds 
with the central government in 
Baghdad. A top media commenta-
tor, who spoke to The Arab Weekly 
on condition of anonymity, said 
70% of foreign investments in the 

area had been withdrawn. “What 
we have now is mostly local firms 
with links or some sort of repre-
sentation to foreign companies,” he 
said. He explained that the crunch 
is partly caused by corruption. 
There have been Kurdish media re-
ports suggesting that 37,000 barrels 
of oil were smuggled daily from the 
area and sold cheaply on the black 
market.

“Powerful people are behind this 
to make quick financial gains,” he 
claimed. Analysts pointed to Erbil, 
the capital of the province, say-
ing recession there was evident 
because of a visible economic lull. 
Restaurants are nearly empty and 
activity in the marketplace and 
shopping malls is also slow. Hotels 
reported less than 20% occupancy 
and building construction for office 
and apartment spaces has come to a 
virtual standstill.

“The area is in a war zone with 
Daesh on its doorstep,” Khalil Oth-
man, a Baghdad economist, said us-
ing the Arabic acronym for ISIS and 
referring to the Kurdish region.

Othman said the war is costing 
“bundles and there’s a lot of money 
also spent to host hundreds of thou-
sands of displaced people and refu-
gees in the area”.

It is estimated that several thou-
sand Syrian refugees, who fled the 
war in their country, live among 
the 2 million displaced Iraqis in the 
Kurdish areas after fleeing from var-
ious violence-stricken spots across 
Iraq.

Other reasons for economic trou-
bles, Othman said, include differ-
ences with the central government 
in Baghdad over the Kurdish cut 
of oil revenues and the inability of 
Kurds to agree on a way to elect a 
president after the term of Masoud 
Barzani expired in August.

But Amin Baker, a lawmaker with 
the Kurdistan Alliance bloc, blamed 
the recession mainly on instabil-
ity caused by ISIS violence. “The 
Kurdish area is part of Iraq and, like 
any part of Iraq, it is affected by the 

instability and violence sweeping 
across the country,” Baker wrote in 
a recent newspaper article.

“It is only a reflection of the eco-
nomic crisis experienced by Iraq 
as a whole. Besides the instability, 
another primary reason is the sig-
nificant drop in oil prices, which 
affected all of Iraq, whether the 
Kurdish areas, or any other part of 
the country.”

Othman and other analysts 
warned that a dispute between the 
federal government in Baghdad and 
the KRG over oil is likely to escalate 
amid accusations by each side that 

the other breached a December 2014 
agreement. The accord stipulates 
that the KRG must transfer 550,000 
barrels of oil per day to Baghdad’s 
central government for export, in 
return for 17% of the state budget.

Saad al-Hadithi, a spokesman 
for Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi, 
said KRG “is bound to an oil produc-
tion ceiling which it didn’t respect”.

“The quantity is falling every 
day. We haven’t received half of the 
quantity agreed upon in the past 
five months and this, in turn, re-
flected negatively on the nature of 
the relationship between the fed-
eral government and the province,” 
Hadithi said in remarks carried by 
state media.

Kurdish Prime Minister Nechir-
van Barzani (Masoud Barzani’s 
nephew) was quoted in Kurdish 
newspaper reports as saying the 
agreement with Baghdad was “in-
appropriate for Kurdistan” and that 

he had sent new proposals to Bagh-
dad to alter it.

“Our economy is really suffering 
and we’re concerned that it would 
completely collapse… We hope 
that Baghdad will understand our 
crisis,” Nechirvan Barzani said, 
without an explanation of what he 
expects from Baghdad and what 
proposals he has sent.

Iraqi oil expert Kamel al-Mehdi 
dismissed as “inflated” a recent 
KRG estimate of the total amount 
of reserves under its control at 45 
billion barrels, saying 38 billion 
barrels was a more reasonable esti-
mate.

Othman said although tourism by 
Iraqis used to fill in a small gap in 
the Kurdish coffers, “KRG was de-
prived of the income because Iraqis 
are no longer going to Kurdistan in 
view of the long delays and the bad 
treatment some have received at 
entry checkpoints into the area.”

Iraqi teachers and civil servants protest in October in Sulaimaniya, in Iraq’s Kurdistan region, as they 
have not been paid for three months.

Morocco’s Tourism minister: UK market promising

London

M
orocco is 
seeking to 
take advan-
tage of the 
growing 
British 
economy by 
encouraging 

Britons to visit the North African 
kingdom and open new routes 
from more UK cities, Moroccan 
Tourism Minister Lahcen Haddad 
said.

There has been strong growth 
in the number of UK nationals 
travelling to Morocco with 460,000 
Britons having visited Morocco in 
2014, compared to 308,000 in 2010. 
Morocco is seeking to attract 1 mil-
lion a year from the United King-
dom within two years.

“With the British economy pick-
ing up, Britons are travelling more 
and more,” Haddad said on the 
sidelines of the World Travel Market 
in London in early November.

The UK market, he said, “allows 
us to diversify from our historic 
dependence of the French market. 
The British market is one of the 
most mature markets in the world 
because of the well-established tour 
operators and airline companies.”

A promotional campaign enti-
tled MuchMorocco was launched 
in January and was designed by a 
UK communications design agency 
rather than a French advertising 
agency. The campaign aimed at 
English-speaking travellers means 
that the UK market is serious busi-

ness for the Moroccan National 
Tourist Office (MNTO). Amine 
Boughaleb, MNTO director in 
London, said the campaign hoped 
to bring the essence of Morocco to 
holidaymakers.

“What we are trying to do is to 
divert a little bit from the London 
base and go to Manchester, Liver-
pool and Newcastle as well as the 
Scottish cities of Edinburgh and 
Glasgow by encouraging carriers to 
launch new routes,” said Haddad.

There are more than 70 direct 
flights a week between Morocco 
and the United Kingdom. More than 
half of the flights are from London. 
Morocco’s national carrier in Octo-
ber began service between Rabat 
and London and low-cost airline 
EasyJet launched service between 
Glasgow and Marrakech a year ago.

Omar Tahiri, Morocco manager 
of rental car company Sixt, said the 
new destinations would be benefi-
cial because the UK market “is be-
coming more and more important” 
for Morocco’s tourism.

“Creating new destinations will… 
boost some cities, such as Agadir, 
which have been neglected. The 
eastern region should be also in-
cluded in the diversification plan,” 
said Tahiri.

The minister said there was a 
great possibility to develop Ouir-
gane, where it often snows, as a 
tourist destination for skiers. He 
also said that Loukaimden station 
must be developed in a sustainable 
manner to be able to attract more 
tourists in the winter season.

Morocco is also eyeing niche 
markets.

“In the short term we are very 
competitive in golf tourism and 

thermal spas and we also seek to 
build medical tourism. Those are 
the niches that Morocco wants to 
work on,” Haddad said.

Morocco has also proved in 
the last few years to be a lead-
ing surfing destination in Africa 

thanks to its 3,500 kilometres of 
coastline and its growing surfing 
schools. In September, Morocco 
hosted Quiksilver Pro Casablanca, 
which featured professional surfers 
competing in North Africa for the 
first time.

Saad Guerraoui

There are 
more than 70 
direct flights a 
week between 
Morocco and the 
United Kingdom.

I n t e r v i e w

Lahcen Haddad

 70%
 of investments in 
the area had been 
withdrawn.

The Kurdish region 
is facing an 
economic crunch 
caused by fleeing 
foreign capital.
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Iraq to allow 
fourth mobile 
telecom service 
provider

Saudi Arabia to 
diversify oil 
economy

IEA sees low oil 
prices until 2020

Briefs

Iraq is to allow a fourth mobile 
service provider to operate in the 
country and has invited interested 
companies to submit documents.

The state-run Communication 
and Media Commission announced 
that the planned licence for the 
fourth provider will run for 15 years, 
with the possibility of renewal. 
Interested companies have until 
November 20th to submit papers.

The commission also says the 
companies that qualify will be tak-
ing part in a bidding process. No 
date has been set for the bidding 
so far.

Iraq’s existing three mobile 
telecom service providers — Asia-
Cell, Zain Iraq and Korek — paid the 
government $1.25 billion each for a 
15-year licence.

Under Saddam Hussein, mobile 
telecommunication services were 
only available in the country’s 
northern Kurdish region, which 
enjoyed international protection 
from the regime.
(The Associated Press)

Saudi Arabia, the world’s largest 
crude oil exporter, plans to diver-
sify its economy to combat climate 
change in a move that could reduce 
expected output of up to 130 mil-
lion tonnes of carbon emissions a 
year by 2030, the government said.

Saudi Arabia is the last of the 
Group of 20 major economies 
to submit a plan before a 12-day 
summit in Paris regarding climate 
change. The meetings are to begin 
November 30th.

Saudi Arabia said it was aiming 
“to achieve mitigation co-benefits 
ambitions of up to 130 million 
tons of carbon dioxide equivalent 
avoided by 2030 annually through 
contributions to economic diversifi-
cation and adaptation”.

The World Resources Institute 
think-tank estimates that Saudi 
Arabia emits 527 million metric tons 
of carbon dioxide a year, 1.22% of 
the world total.

The submission of a plan by Saudi 
Arabia is a positive sign for a deal 
in Paris. About 160 countries have 
issued national plans, meant to 
combat heatwaves, floods, droughts 
and rising sea levels.

Saudi Arabia said its plan was 
based on a scenario in which it 
would diversify the economy with 
a “robust contribution” from export 
earnings from oil and derivatives.
(Reuters)

The International Energy Agency 
(IEA) says oil prices are likely to 
remain low over the next five years 
because of plentiful supply and fall-
ing demand in developed countries.

The Paris-based body, which 
advises developed countries on en-
ergy policy, says it expects oil prices 
to return to $80 per barrel in 2020 
with further increases after that.

Oil prices are down more than 
50% since the middle of 2014. The 
November 9th close had crude oil 
futures at $43.87 a barrel.
(The Associated Press)

Economy

Palm trees yield record crop in Tunisia  
but date growers concerned

Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

A 

record crop of palm 
dates is expected in Tu-
nisia but the bumper 
harvest has failed to 
sweeten tempers of 

farmers worrying about market 
prospects and price levels.

“We have a record harvest of 
dates this year of about 240,000 
tonnes,” said Abdelmajid Azzar, 
chairman of UTAP farmers’ union. 
“But that abundance comes with 
pain for producers as there is a col-
lapse in prices and coldness and 
apathy from buyers in acquiring the 
output.”

The production of Tunisian dates 
in 2000-01 was approximately 
100,000 tonnes. Output grew in 
subsequent years as investment 
and modernisation of production 
systems increased volumes and 
quality. By 2014 the volume was 
225,000 tonnes.

After harvest, the dates are usu-
ally taken to conditioning units that 
are equipped with physicochemical 
and bacteriological analysis labora-
tories allowing a rigorous grading of 
quality. All certifications are deliv-

ered by authorities and are subject 
to tight controls as the country jeal-
ously protects the reputation of its 
dates.

But this year, “farmers in all 
dates-producing oases are worried 
about a particular phenomenon”, 
says Azzar. “Conditioners, owners 
of manufacturing units and export-
ers are not buying. They are dis-
playing a sort of apathy towards the 
harvest.

“Farmers believe exporters and 
others are willing to provoke a col-
lapse in prices. Farmers argue man-
ufacturers and exporters are sitting 
on their hands to test farmers’ pa-
tience on lower prices.”

Palm date farmers recently took 
to the streets to vent anger, block-
ing traffic in some protests. They 
achieved some results, including 
the right to unlimited exports.

The government has set a refer-
ence price for dates of between 1.5-
2.2 dinars (0.8 to 1.00 US dollar) per 
kilogramme, depending on quality.

The most popular date cultivar is 
Deglet Nour, which has been mar-
keted since 1870. The brand is ap-
preciated abroad for its translucent 
colour, the softness of its feel and 
the high quality of its sweetness.

The country’s economic climate 
is weighing on all sectors in Tuni-
sia. Banks, reeling from the tour-
ism industry’s downturn following 
a pair of terror attacks on tourists, 
tightened credit lines.

“To be fair, there is no bad faith 
from exporters and other buyers of 
dates. Banks are reluctant to grant 
them loans anew to finance the har-

vest, as was usually the case,” Azzar 
said. “Banks have not been paid by 
exporters and manufacturers who 
got loans from these lenders for last 
year’s season.”

Tunisia exports up to 60% of 
its dates. Its production is sold in 
about 60 countries over five conti-
nents. European markets account-
ed for the biggest share.

The North African country is 
home to some 5.4 million palm 
trees producing dates. The produc-
tion of dates takes place in four 
main oases in southern Tunisia 
where bioclimatic diversity allows 
the development of several sorts of 
oases where more than 150 varie-
ties of dates are produced from the 
beginning of October until the end 
of December.

Azzar did not estimate the quan-
tity of dates to be exported but Tu-
nisian Agriculture Minister Saad 
Seddik was quoted by local media 
as saying in October that “this sea-
son’s date harvest looks like it will 
be exceptional in both quantity and 
quality”.

He said Tunisia expected exports 
to reach 118,000 tonnes, an 18% rise 
compared to 2014.

Seddik has also said efforts are 
being made to find new markets for 
Tunisian dates.

“A national consensus was 
reached between the government, 
farmers’ representatives and other 
bodies that freeing fully exports for 
farmers is good for agriculture and 
for the national economy,” Azzar 
said.

There have been no restrictions 

for exporting farming products 
since September. The government 
used to intervene in the export 
market to regulate prices and keep 
social peace at home. Food costs 
account for about 40% of the coun-
try’s inflation gauge.

Azzar said: “This approach of 
choking up exportation to tame 
prices did not bear fruit. As a result, 
prices would soar in one season 
while there would be shortages the 
following period. Sustainable ben-
efits for consumers and producers 
will come about in one or two years 
as a result of free exports.”

Tunisia’s food trade balance re-
corded a surplus for the first nine 
months of 2015 as coverage rate of 
imports by exports stood at 111% 
against 53% in the same period of 
2014, Agriculture Ministry data 
showed.

The ministry predicted that ratio 
to reach 105% in 2015 against 60% 
for the full year of 2014. Record ol-
ive oil revenues accounted for 56% 
of total exports against 17% in 2014.

The government expects date ex-
ports to take the place of olive oil in 
bolstering the trade balance. Olive 
oil production is expected to shrink 
in 2015 compared to an exceptional 
yield a year ago.

A Tunisian vendor displays dates on his stall at the Central Market in Tunis.

The North African 
country is home to 
some 5.4 million 
palm trees 
producing dates.

The government 
expects date exports 
to take the place of 
olive oil in 
bolstering the trade 
balance.
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Society

Women Arab sport drivers racing v taboos

Amman

S 

ome are professionals; 
others are housewives but 
they turn into monstrous 
driving machines when 
they take the wheels of a 

300-horsepower, four-cylinder, 
1.6-litre turbocharged beast.

Female Arab race car drivers are 
determined to ride out the cultural 
taboos, especially in conservative 
societies, where some ban women 
from driving a car, let alone racing 
one.

Jordan’s Nancy al-Majali, 40, a 
veteran and dedicated rally driver, 
said family support helped her 
dreams.

“I loved cars since I was a little 
girl. Instead of playing with dolls, I 
used to play with cars and dream of 
driving fast,” Majali, who entered 
her 14th Jordan rally this year, said.

“This dream was made possible 
because of the encouragement of 
my parents and friends plus my de-
termination.

“At first, some people were scep-
tical what a girl can do in a man’s 
world,” she said. “But I crossed 
this border and established an all-
women team with my friend Nadia 
Shnoudeh.”

Majali, who came third in 2015’s 
Jordan Rally as the co-driver to 
Husam Salem, said there were no 
limits to Arab women in sports.

“Women in the Middle East have 
a lot to achieve. Many have already 

succeeded in the business world 
and made it even better than men. 
Women can also excel in sports and 
auto sports is one of them but soci-
ety needs to give them the space to 
achieve their goal,” she said.

According to Federation Interna-
tionale de l’Automobile, the gov-
erning body for many auto racing 
events, Majali ranked 10th out of 12 
in the drivers’ classification of the 
2011 FIA Middle East Rally Champi-
onship, the only woman on the list.

Nada Zeidan, who was born in 
Lebanon and became one of the 
first female Arab rally drivers, says 
she and other women drivers can 

serve as role models. Born to a Qa-
tari father and a Turkish mother, 
Zeidan rose to stardom, participat-
ing in numerous rallies around the 
Arab world.

Zeidan, who moved to Qatar 
when she was 4, won the Middle 
East Rally Championship in Dubai 
in 2004 and ladies’ cups in the 
Middle East Rally Championships 
in Lebanon and Syria. She retired 
in 2010 after a fulfilling rally career.

“Of course, having an icon such 
as Nada, who was also selected as 
a torchbearer to carry the Olympic 
flame in the UK as it made its way 
towards London for the 2012 Olym-

pics, inspires many young girls to 
head to sports,” Majali said.

“We need more women icons.”
Abir Battikhi, another Jordanian 

female driver who spent years ral-
lying, became the first Arab woman 
to participate in round one of the 
FIA World Rally Championship.

“In the past, it was not easy to 
see a girl competing against men in 
a sports that was labelled as men’s 
sport,” Battikhi said. “I faced many 
challenges from family and friends 
but I managed to pursue my dream 
and prove that girls can achieve 
many things.”

Battikhi, who came in the 15th 
overall, first among women and 
third among Jordanians in Jordan 
Rally 2007, said: “The society can 
play a big role in encouraging wom-
en or discouraging them. The Arab 
world is filled with talented fe-
males, who can make a difference.”

Heba Sabbagh, a sports journalist 
with Al Rai newspaper, said female 
drivers face more difficulties than 
men in securing financial support 
in what is an experience sport.

“But the private sector should 
support females more because 
there’s a great talent there,” she 
said.

As for the society, she said fe-
male racers hoped that people 
would look beyond the gender to 
see what they are capable of. “The 
best example of support is the fa-
ther-daughter (Jordanian) team of 
Raed and Marina Habaybeh,” she 
said.

Jordanian medical student Lina 
Hadidi is one of the new genera-

tion of drivers who are entering the 
sport with confidence.

“My mother, Abir Battikhi, is the 
biggest reason for me to be sitting 
in the driver’s seat.  Her encourage-
ment and support are unmatched. 
I am learning a lot and enjoying 
what I am doing,” Hadidi said.

With a male co-driver, Hadidi 
says that sharing experience is 
good.

“My co-driver, Barkev Shadian, 
is a champion of speed test events 
with experience in auto sports. 
When it comes to learning, there is 
nothing better than having a strong 
partner assist you in the curves,” 
she said.

Another successful Arab woman 
driver is UAE’s Marwa al-Eifa, 34, 
who won the First International 
Women’s Rally held in Dubai in 
2005. The Saudi-born Eifa raised 
eyebrows with her driving skills at 
the rally.

Kuwait’s Kholoud Abdullatif’s 
talent was recognised when her 
husband and rally driver Tariq al-
Alayan asked her to be his co-driv-
er. “It was an exciting moment,” 
she said.

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

Jordanian young female driver Lina Hadidi getting ready for one 
of the rallies held in Jordan.

Saudi women 
seek more 
employment 
opportunities
Rob L. Wagner

Roufan Nahhas

Jeddah

B 

assma al-Harbi had what 
she thought was a dream 
job. A rising star in a ma-
jor Saudi Arabian private 
company that owns and 

operates a string of high-profile 
restaurants and department stores, 
she was groomed for quick ad-
vancement.

Harbi, 25, and a university gradu-
ate, rapidly moved up and became 
a regional supervisor but her dream 
soured almost as quickly. Her work-
load doubled to two shifts daily, six 
days a week. Although she worked 
as a regional supervisor for a year 
and had significant responsibilities, 
a salary increase never material-
ised.

It became clear, the Medina wom-
an said, that she was one of many 
women who were being exploited 
in the private sector.

“By hiring women the company 
is making tonnes of money because 
more and more conservative wom-
en trust us (female sales representa-
tives),” Harbi said. “These custom-
ers stay longer in the shop because 
they are dealing with knowledge-
able saleswomen and not leaving 
quickly because they must talk to 
men. Revenue is up because they 
are hiring more girls.”

Harbi said she quit after three 
years of exhausting work and no 

prospect of a salary that reflected 
her management skills and educa-
tion. She remains unemployed.

Her experience serves as a warn-
ing that business practices in the 
private sector have not caught up 
with the explosive growth in the 
number of women working in Saudi 
Arabia.

Long accustomed to hiring com-
pliant expatriates, mostly who 
work in retail and restaurants at 
modest salaries, the private sector 
is under pressure from the Saudi 
Ministry of Labour to hire Saudi 
women to maintain quotas of Saudi 
employees under the government’s 
Nationalisation Programme.

Now in the position where em-
ploying women is a consideration to 
maintain nationalisation numbers 
or face fines, private businesses are 
discovering that female applicants 
are less likely to accept jobs that re-
quire long hours and low wages.

Businesses have been slow to ad-
just to the new dynamic of the fe-
male employee.

“I see frustrations on many lev-
els,” said Hatoon al-Fassi, a Saudi 
women’s rights activist. “They need 
women to work but don’t know how 
to negotiate their salary.”

Harbi said Saudi employers are 
not considering the difficulty wom-
en face in taking a job.

“A woman taking a job is a family 
decision and usually not everyone 
in the family agrees to the job,” she 
said. “The family’s priority is mar-
riage. If you’re working two shifts 
and have time for nothing else, no 
one in the family will agree to you 
taking a job.”

In many instances, Saudi wom-
en are desperate to find employ-
ment because it means financial 
independence. Many work long 
hours for low pay and do not com-
plain. According to the Saudi Press 
Agency, the Labour Ministry re-

ported there was a 76.08% increase 
in female employment in private 
business in the previous year. The 
year before that, the increase was 
23.92%.

During the previous year, an es-
timated 174,827 Saudi women were 
working in private business in the 
Riyadh region while the Mecca re-
gion had 114,173 women and East-
ern Province employed 68,000.

The increase in female employ-
ment is a step in the Labour Minis-
try’s attempt to reduce the 34% un-
employment rate cited by the Saudi 
Central Department of Statistics 
and Information.

The increase in privately em-
ployed women is also due to the 
Labour Ministry’s aggressive cam-
paign to reduce the number of 
male expat workers in lingerie and 
beauty shops. Virtually every mall 
in Saudi Arabia’s urban centres now 
employ all-female staffs.

Fassi cautioned that the Labour 
Ministry’s statistics may be mis-
leading. She said the increase in 
the number of women entering the 
workforce is likely in the retail sec-
tor with significantly fewer univer-

sity-educated females finding work 
in professional fields.

“It’s a good number because it 
shows a need for low-income wom-
en to find work. It’s filling this gap,” 
Fassi said. “But the high number in 
the Labour Ministry’s statistics are 
explained by women entering retail 
jobs and not reflective of women’s 
contributions to the economy. We 
still need a stronger level of protec-
tion.”

One weakness in the govern-
ment’s efforts to employ women 
in the private sector is the lack of 
enforcement and follow-through 
on a wide range of rights the La-
bour Ministry granted to women. 
Rights granted include women are 
no longer required to obtain per-
mission from their male guardians 
to work. The ministry also gives 

women maternity leave, mourning 
periods up to four months and ten 
days if a husband should die and 
paid leave for marriage.

“The Labour Ministry should be 
stronger in implementing its rules 
that protect women and preserve 
their dignity,” Fassi said. “The re-
ligious police still breach some of 
these laws by harassing these wom-
en by coming into shops and just 
standing there because they don’t 
like the way they dress.”

She said regulations against mix-
ing between men and women and 
fines for women who violate the 
Islamic dress code target female 
workers and not men. “It’s accusa-
tive of women, a bit hostile,” Fassi 
said.

“The reforms like [mourning] 
are a very good step towards more 
rights,” Fassi noted. “But it’s not 
very clear companies will follow 
the rights imposed by the Labour 
Ministry.”

A Labour Ministry spokesman 
was unavailable for comment.

Rob L. Wagner is an Arab Weekly 
contributor based in Saudi Arabia.

A Saudi saleswoman works in a boutique at a mall in Jeddah.

The Labour Ministry 
reported there was a 
76.08% increase in 
female employment 
in private business 
in the previous year.

The private sector is 
under pressure from 
the Saudi Ministry of 
Labour to hire Saudi 
women to maintain 
quotas.

Female Arab race car 
drivers are 
determined to ride 
out the cultural 
taboos.
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Gaza City

W 

hen Wareef Ha-
meedo fled the 
northern Syrian city 
of Aleppo in 2012, 
he never imagined 

that he would end up in the Gaza 
Strip, another volatile Mideast spot 
ruled by Islamic militants but also 
under an Israeli military siege.

However, the 35-year-old 
mechanical engineer changed his 
career to cooking and made it big 
in Gaza, rising to fame with tasty 
and creative Syrian dishes. In 2014, 
he inaugurated his restaurant, 
calling it Soryana — Arabic for 
“Our Syria” — in one of Gaza’s best 
neighbourhoods.

He also married a Gazan woman 
journalist, who had interviewed 
him about Syrian refugees going to 
Gaza.

Hameedo said his journey to 
Gaza still haunts him, saying: “It 
was long, full of pain, suffering and 
difficulties.”

He said he fled Aleppo to Turkey 
overland, partly on foot, then on to 
Egypt by boat, crossing into Gaza in 
May 2013 on foot through a smug-
gling tunnel under Egypt’s Sinai 
border.

“When I failed to find a job in 
Turkey and Egypt, I came here and 
here I am, still here,” Hameedo said.

While in Egypt, where he worked 
as a chef for corporate banquets in 
Cairo, Hameedo said he struggled 
and concluded he must leave.

He said, “I had to choose between 
a risky boat trip to Europe or go to 

Gaza” as a Palestinian acquaintance 
had advised him.

He picked Gaza, joining its popu-
lation of 1.8 million straining under 
a tight Israeli siege imposed after 
the Hamas took control of the area.

Despite Gaza’s moribund econo-
my, widespread destruction caused 
by the war with Israel in July 2014, 
unemployment nearing 50% and 
widespread poverty, Hameedo is a 
success story.

But it is not that rosy for the other 
300 Syrian families, who have been 
arriving at Gaza since the Syrian up-
rising began in 2011.

Syrian Asma Kassar said she has 
not been able to find a job since she 
fled Syria with her Palestinian hus-
band and their two children to Bu-
reij refugee camp in central Gaza in 
September 2011.

“We’re unable to pay our apart-
ment rent, which is $145 a month,” 
Kassar said, adding that the family 
was also unable to pay utility bills.

In all, 28 families among recent 
arrivals are native Syrians, while 
the rest are of Palestinian extrac-
tion who were born or lived in Syr-
ia. The exact number of the individ-
uals is unclear but in Gaza a family 
averages seven people.

The Syrians interviewed in Gaza 
said they thought their stay in the 
Palestinian enclave would be tem-
porary and they had expected to be 
gone before summer 2014, which  
included the Israeli war.

“It was horrible, long and hard 
times for us but it’s nothing com-
pared with the endless war in Syr-
ia,” insisted Hameedo. Recalling 
what he said was an “arduous” trip 
to Gaza, Hameedo explained that 
he left Aleppo, once Syria’s com-
mercial capital, after he lost his 
home and restaurant in the city.

“My family had already been in 
Turkey for six months and they are 
still there,” he said. He noted that 
he walked more than 7 kilometres 
to reach a safe area, away from 
bombings and fighting in Aleppo, 

then crossed into Turkey.
Hameedo was barely able to 

make ends meet in Turkey. He said 
most Syrian refugees were confined 
to refugee camps, where they re-
ceived food, shelter and aid from 
relief organisations, but were not 
allowed to work. As a result, many 
Syrians rented apartments in Istan-
bul or moved on to Europe or Arab 
countries, including Egypt.

In Cairo, Hameedo said a Pales-
tinian acquaintance said he had a 
friend who was opening a restau-
rant in Gaza and he wanted Ha-
meedo to work with him. I told him: 
“Are you crazy? I ran away from the 
war in Syria to go to another war in 
Gaza?”

“I said, ‘No way.’” But he changed 

his mind because “I thought I 
should give it a try.”

His Syrian passport has since ex-
pired and, because there is no Syr-
ian embassy in Gaza, he is left with-
out valid identification.

Gaza’s Syrian refugees estab-
lished an association led by Anas 
Qaterji, another Syrian who fled 
Aleppo. He spoke of the hardships 
facing them and their attempts to 
return to Syria or continue on to 
Europe.

“We’re caught in a dilemma. We 
have struggled to get here but how 
can we leave again to see our fami-
lies in Turkey and other places?” 
wondered Qaterji, whose associa-
tion acts as a representation office 
for Syrians in Gaza.

“Through the association, we try 
to assist our Syrian refugee commu-
nity, helping its members find jobs, 
give them little cash assistance to 
have them get by until our crisis is 
resolved,” he said.

Kassar said many Syrians have 
found it hard to mingle with Gaza’s 
local community.

“Besides the different customs 
and traditions, we don’t want to get 
attached to friends in Gaza because 
that will make it harder for us to 
leave back to Syria in the future,” 
she said.

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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Syrian refugees in Gaza face different ordeal
Saud Abu Ramadan

Kassar said many 
Syrians have found 
it hard to mingle 
with Gaza’s local 
community.

A watermelon shaped with the Arabic word for “Syria” at Soryana restaurant in Gaza City.

Syrian Christians remain in Damascus despite war
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

I 

t’s one of the most treacherous 
areas in Damascus because of 
its location on a Syrian battle 
front.

The Eastern Gate of Damas-
cus houses the predominantly 
Christian neighbourhoods of the 
Abbasids, Kassaa and Bab Touma, 
near Ghouta, which the Assad re-
gime lost to rebels more than three 
years ago.

The neighbourhoods have seen 
the worst aspects of war from car 
explosions, rocket and sniper at-
tacks to ferocious close-in fighting 
on the front line on their doorsteps. 
About 150 Christians have been 
killed, hundreds wounded and 
thousands have fled to safety else-
where.

Despite the dangers, hundreds of 
Christian families remain.

Physician Rafla Kardous lives a 
block from Abbasids square. His 
house’s windows are shattered 
and walls are pierced with bullets. 
Still, he refuses to abandon it even 
though he says Abbasids is “one 
of the most dangerous areas, not 
only in Damascus but also in all of 
Syria”.

“It’s the first line of contact with 
Jobar neighbourhood and ultimate-
ly into the Ghouta East, where a car 
explosion… in March 2012 killed 25 
people, including government offi-
cials, and wounded more than 120 

others, mostly civilians,” he said.
Six vehicle explosions since have 

killed dozens and wounded scores, 
the physician added.

Kardous, who works at the 
French hospital in Kassaa, said 
nightfall is when clashes start.

“We keep hearing tremendous 
shelling and loud explosions that 
make you think you won’t see the 
morning,” he said. “But complete 
calm is restored during daytime as 
life returns to normal and we go to 
work as if what happened at night 
was just a bad dream.” Kardous’s 
son Elias, who graduated in Sep-
tember from the Faculty of Medi-
cine at the University of Damascus, 
interrupted, saying there are times 
when clashes occur during the day.

“Sometimes, a rocket falls, so 
we don’t have school or work that 
day,” said the younger Kardous. 
He said that on “calm” evenings, 
people venture out to restaurants, 
which offer dancing to music from 
local bands.

“Restaurants are usually packed. 
People want to enjoy life, even dur-
ing the war,” he explained.

Facing Abbasids Square, which 
is usually packed with cars and pe-
destrians, is a small street corner 
coffee shop surrounded by water 
fountains and so packed that the 
wait time could be a full hour. It be-
longs to Emad, a young Syrian who 
suffered a shrapnel wound after a 
rocket exploded outside the shop.

“I worked in this place for ten 

years. I literally live here, despite 
the rockets falling everywhere 
around us and I will stay here,” he 
said. “And, in spite of the situa-
tion, customers continue to come. 
They need an outing and this place 
makes the perfect one.”

Some people are working to doc-
ument the number of missiles that 
fall in the area. Maher Mones, of 
Kassaa, said more than 2,250 mor-
tar shells were fired at Damascus in 
2013. Of the total, 350 fell on Bab 
Touma, Kassaa and the Abbasids, 
Mones said. Other reports triple 
those estimates.

Bab Touma resident Elias Sargi 
said a service was recently con-
ducted at the cathedral to com-
memorate the 150 residents of this 

neighbourhood who perished in 
battles.

Iyad Khoury, another neighbour-
hood resident, said many victims 
“had nothing to do with either side 
of the conflict”.

“Their only problem is that they 
lived in this neighbourhood and 
they refused to leave,” Khoury 
said. “We lost many friends and 
relatives. Some were killed either 
in their homes or in the street, oth-
ers had legs or hands amputated 
and are now disabled and some 
who left the country.

“What can we do?” he asked “We 
are here and we continue to go to 
the coffee shop to smoke the wa-
ter pipe, despite all the wildness 
around us.”

Elias Zehlawi, a priest, warned 
of Syrian emigration, saying that 
was part of a “scheme to empty the 
country of its population, Muslims 
and Christians”.

“We were raised to love the 
country and the land but some 
people felt they reached their limit, 
couldn’t bear to die in a rocket at-
tack and favoured to die in the sea 
on their way to their new home 
abroad,” he said.

Zehlawi, who lives in the Church 
of Our Lady overlooking Abbasids 
square, said: “Our roots as Chris-
tians in Syria date to 2,000 years 
ago and we lived throughout in 
total coexistence with the Muslims 
who came here 1,400 years later. 
We prayed, lived, studied and ate 
together. You want me to leave this 
legacy elsewhere?

“I just can’t.”

Father Elyes Zahlawi, a priest at the Church of Our Lady situated less than 50 metres from Abbasids 
Square.

The Eastern Gate of 
Damascus houses 
the predominantly 
Christian 
neighbourhoods.

Despite the dangers, 
hundreds of 
Christian families 
remain.
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Washington

T 

housands of Washing-
tonians have been in-
troduced to Arab films 
because of one woman’s 
passionate commitment. 

Shirin Ghareeb, deputy director of 
Filmfest DC, launched the Arabian 
Sights Film Festival in 1995 to show-
case contemporary Arab cinema. 
It is one of only a handful of such 
festivals in the United States. This 
year’s 20th anniversary festival fea-
tured ten films, including two US 
premieres.

First, the story behind the story: 
Shirin Ghareeb is a quietly dedicat-
ed Arab-American and the ultimate 
practitioner of cultural diplomacy. 
Her father, Majid Khadduri, was 
a prominent Iraqi-born scholar of 
Islam and the Middle East who 
founded the Middle East Studies 
Department at the Johns Hopkins 
University’s School of Advanced In-

ternational Studies. Her husband, 
Edmund Ghareeb, is a scholar of 
the Middle East.

She recalls an idyllic childhood. 
“I grew up in an incredibly loving 
household,” she said, “surrounded 
by the best of Arab culture… My 
parents loved to entertain so there 
were always interesting people 
around.”

Ghareeb earned graduate and un-
dergraduate degrees in Middle East 
studies. Reflecting on her career, 
she said: “I had no idea that this 
was how I would use my education, 
but now it all makes sense.”

Ghareeb attends the major inter-
national film festivals in the United 
States and overseas and “probably 
watch[es] 1,000 films a year. I al-
ways select new films that I believe 
are really good and important. I 
also know what will resonate with 
my audience. They are always hon-
est. They don’t hold back on opin-
ions.” Patrons cast ballots after 
each screening.

The 2015 edition of the festival 
included two US premieres within 
documentary, thriller, drama and 
historical fiction genres from Egypt, 
France, Jordan, the Netherlands, 
the Palestinian territories, the Unit-
ed Arab Emirates, the United States 
and Yemen. Five directors attended 
the festival: Palestinian Najwa Naj-
jar (Eyes of a Thief) Syrian-Ameri-

can Abe Kasbo (One Thousand and 
One Journeys),  Yemeni Khadija al-
Salami (I am Nojoom, Age 10 and 
Divorced), Jordanian Majid Al An-
sari (Zinzana) and Egyptian Sherif 
Nakhla (Les Petits Chats).

Kasbo’s sweeping documentary 
about the history of Arab-Ameri-
cans prompted one viewer to say: 
“I’m 64 years old and this is the first 
time in my life that I’ve truly felt 
proud of my heritage.”

Kasbo told The Arab Weekly: 
“Arab-Americans have been in the 
weeds of American history for too 
long and it’s time for the flower to 
blos som.”

After the terrorist attacks of 9/11, 
Kasbo said: “I saw how incredibly 
important it could be to bring a re-
ally important story to the public 
about our shared values and the 
remarkable contributions made by 
Arab-Americans in all the profes-
sions over two centuries.” After the 
film’s debut, it opened in New York 
and the Public Broadcasting System 
(PBS) television network is plan-
ning to air it nationwide.

Salami’s film tells the true story 
of a Yemeni child bride. Watching 
it requires grit and enduring mo-
ments of gut-wrenching revulsion.

Salami overcame seemingly in-
surmountable obstacles to make 
this film. The director with 25 
documentaries to her name doubt-
less battles demons from her own 
child bride experience and that of 
her mother, who was married off at 
age 8, two years younger than star 
character Nojoom, who falls asleep 
in her new husband’s bed holding 
her doll.

With her documentarian’s eye, 
Salami’s cinematography delights 
with rarely viewed landscapes and 
scenes of village life but the film in-
exorably returns to the plot’s brutal 
essence: the horrid abuse of young 
girls.

To her credit, Salami does not 
broad-brush men as consummately 
evil but lends them miserly em-
pathy as ignorant victims of en-
trenched cultural predation. Nor 
does she hide the complicity of old-
er women, who — also victimised — 
force the bride-slaves to clean and 
haul water and encourage beatings.

In real life, Nojoom’s remarkable 
victory in court gives a glimmer of 
hope for change, while 15 million 
girls are married off before the age 
of 18 every year, many before pu-
berty. Salami took home the Au-
dience and Jury awards to add to 
many others garnered worldwide.

A panel discussion highlighted 
the dramatic evolution in the Arab 
film industry. Nakhla described 

the impossibility of conquering 
the “three major production com-
panies” in Egypt but his success 
proved their irrelevance. The trend 
is clear: old rules don’t apply. Young 
directors are going it alone. They 
are digitally savvy, confident and 
creative. Younger film-makers are 
discovering new funding models, 
training indigenous actors and de-
manding location authenticity.

Promotion budgets continue 
to limit distribution success but 
there’s a growing recognition of 
the importance of “American-style 
marketing”. Surely, these new cin-
ematic wizards will stretch their 
resources by innovating ways to 
reach audiences. There’s a thriving 
“Arab spring” in the film industry. 
Known for its big push in the arts, 
the United Arab Emirates was the 
lead Arabian Sights sponsor and is 
investing heavily in film financing, 
capacity-building, marketing and 
production, besides having devel-
oped successful Abu Dhabi and 
Dubai festivals.

Najwa Saad is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

Arabian Sights 
director delivers 
milestone 
films for 20th 
anniversary
Najwa Saad

(L to R) Shirin Ghareeb, founder and director of the Arabian Sights Film Festival, moderator Colin 
Brown, Khadija Al Salamim, director of I am Nojoom, Age 10 and Divorced.

Arabian Sights festival banner

Casablanca

M 

orocco marked the 
40th anniversary of 
the “Green March” 
with its first Visual 
Arts Festival in Rabat. 

The event looks to commemorate 
the march for future generations 
through the arts.

The festival, held November 3rd-
15th, was organised by the Higher 
National Council of Green March 
Volunteers, referred to by its French 
initials HCNVMV, at the headquar-
ters of the wilayah of Rabat.

Moulay Abdel Moughit Lahjomri, 
HCNVMV general coordinator, said 
the festival’s aim was to emphasise 
late Moroccan King Hassan II’s his-
toric speech in which he called on 
Moroccan citizens to go on a “Green 
March” to claim Spanish Sahara.

On November 6, 1975, about 
350,000 unarmed volunteers from 
across Morocco responded to the 
king’s call. Undeterred by the Span-
ish military and brandishing Mo-
roccan flags, Qurans and portraits 
of the king, the marchers crossed 

into Sakia Lhamra, forcing Spain to 
agree to cede the colony to Morocco 
and Mauritania.

The festival boasted 37 artists 
showing 35 paintings and three 
sculptures. Festival curator Najoua 
Hassouni said the artists are from 
different Moroccan cities, including 
Laayoune and Boujdour.

Malian artist Dialo Mamari, who 
has fond ties with Morocco, also 
participated in the festival.

Perhaps the most striking art-
work was a huge sculpture by Ab-
dellah Boukil. The 3.5-metre-tall 
and 1.9-metre-wide work is a chef 
d’oeuvre that took Boukil three 
months to develop. It is constructed 
of Saharan desert sand as a sign of 
his love to Morocco.

Abdel Ilah Sakhi said the sculp-
ture was strongly noticeable and 
very symbolic.

“It is an abstract piece of art 
which is quite schematic. We can 
feel the presence of nature in the 
sculpture,” said Sakhi, a professor 
of visual arts.

“This sculpture is the fruit of 
three months of work. Every sand 
grain represents every single vol-
unteer motivated by their faith and 
patriotism who avidly marched in 
the desert to free the Sahara from 
the Spanish colonialists,” said 
Boukil, adding that the marchers 
believed that the Sahara is part of 
Morocco. 

Unlike previous sculptures, Bouk-

il’s artwork is particularly symbolic 
because the Moroccan artist re-
calls very well the day of the Green 
March, which he said he would have 
participated in had his age allowed 
him. “We can see the structure of 
a standing lion who withstands all 
sorts of aggression,” he stressed.

Boukil wanted to offer the sculp-
ture to Sweden following the politi-
cal crisis between Morocco and the 
Scandinavian country over Stock-
holm’s plan to recognise the chi-
merical Sahrawi Arab Democratic 
Republic.

“It’s with culture and arts that 
we can disseminate the message 
to Sweden that the Western Sahara 
is an undisputed part of Morocco,” 
noted the artist, who said he came 
up with the idea for the sculpture 
before knowing about the festival.

Hassouni said: “We seek to high-
light the profound meanings of the 
Green March and the union be-
tween Morocco’s north and south 
throughout the exhibition.

“It is also an opportunity to instil 
this historic event into the memory 
of the coming generation through 
arts.”

First Visual Arts Festival held in Rabat
Saad Guerraoui

The festival boasted 
37 artists showing 35 
paintings and three 
sculptures.

Sculpture by Boukil.

Shirin Ghareeb is a 
quietly dedicated 
Arab-American and 
the ultimate 
practitioner of 
cultural diplomacy.

“I’m 64 years old 
and this is the first 
time in my life that 
I’ve truly felt proud 
of my heritage.”

Morocco marked the 
40th anniversary of 
the “Green March” 
with its first Visual 
Arts Festival in Rabat.
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Heritage

Baghdad 

T 

he looting and destruc-
tion of the National Mu-
seum of Iraq in the wake 
of the 2003 US-led inva-
sion of Iraq sparked a 

public outcry that resonated across 
the globe. The collection of arte-
facts and relics covering more than 
5,000 years was desecrated, defac-
ing the country’s cultural heritage 
and past.

The museum in Baghdad has 
since been rehabilitated and reo-
pened to the public, even though 
a large part of its priceless collec-
tion has been lost. The reopening 
in February took place ahead of 
schedule in response to the de-
struction by the Islamic State (ISIS) 
of sculptures at the museum in Mo-
sul, the northern Iraq city seized by 
the militant group more than a year 
ago.

Iraqi officials estimate that as 
many as 137,000 pieces, in addition 
to 15,000 registered artefacts, were 
looted from the museum and ar-
chaeological sites across the coun-
try.

“We have been able to recover 
4,300 pieces in coordination with 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 
They include 2,000 items carrying 
a registration number from the mu-
seum in addition to non-recorded 
artefacts which were illegally ex-
cavated from the sites,” said Qais 
Hassan Hossein, director-general 
of Iraq’s Ministry of Tourism and 
Archaeology.

“The process of recovering the 
pillaged pieces from (foreign) mu-
seums and international auction 
houses has been ongoing since 
2003, especially in the US, France 
and Peru where most of the regis-
tered pieces have ended up,” Hos-
sein said.

He explained that the Iraqi gov-
ernment has been following stand-
ard procedure to repatriate stolen 
heritage with the help of the In-
terpol. “We usually resort to tradi-
tional measures, using the inter-
mediary of Iraqi embassies to stop 
the sale of tracked pieces in auction 
houses,” Hossein said. “But in some 
cases, the services of lawyers are 
hired and this is a complicated mat-
ter that costs the government a lot 
of money.”

For Haider al-Dahwi, an expert in 
social sciences and humanities, the 
looting of Iraq’s cultural heritage 
was a premeditated and systematic 
scheme aimed at erasing the coun-
try’s past.

“Iraq was subjected to the ugli-
est operation of wiping out its his-
tory and culture, the world’s most 

ancient. Most Iraqi artefacts are be-
ing traded in international auction 
houses amid government apathy,” 
Dahwi said, claiming that Iraqi poli-
ticians were involved in smuggling 
priceless pieces out of the country.

He said the government was able 
to track down and recover only 1% 
of the missing pieces. Many treas-
ures, including the Iraqi Jewish 
archive, are yet to be repatriated. 
Ancient manuscripts, belonging to 
Iraq’s Jews and their descendants, 
were taken from the country with 
huge amounts of documents from 
the Iraqi state’s secret archives by 
US authorities shortly after the in-
vasion.

“America was involved directly 
in the destruction of Iraq’s history,” 
Dahwi charged, accusing Washing-
ton of “forging many of the pieces”, 
which it claims it has helped return 
to Iraq.

Hossein acknowledges the recep-
tion of certain fake pieces, saying: 
“Archaeology mafias have been 
trying to forge valuable items in 

order to be able to sell the originals 
abroad. Usually these items are eas-
ily detected and we have a special 
store in the museum where fakes 
are kept.” He said all items on dis-
play in the restored museum are 
original.

He said Iraq is seeking to repat-
riate the Jewish archive from the 
United States in line with an agree-
ment reached in 2010 under which 
Washington pledged to return the 
manuscripts, which some believed 
may have been transferred to Isra-
el. The items include a copy of the 
Torah known as the Iraqi Old Testa-
ment Scroll, which was stolen from 

a convent in Mosul. “Although the 
Americans have been delaying the 
repatriation of the Jewish manu-
scripts, we have assurances that 
they are preserved and kept in a 
safe place and were not delivered 
to Israel as alleged,” Hossein said.

Despite the chaotic situation 
and rampant plundering of Iraq’s 
cultural heritage, the restored mu-
seum still harbours unique items 
which have been recovered, includ-
ing the Warka vase, which reflects 
Sumerian philosophy of life and 
death; the Warka Babylonian Girl 
stone head; and the Sumerian gui-
tar, the most ancient musical in-
strument in the world.

Iraqi archaeologist and excava-
tor Junaid Amer complained that, 
in addition to financial constraints, 
the ministerial department in 
charge of archaeological treasures 
suffers from lack of expert staff due 
to the flight of professionals from 
Iraq.

“Moreover, there is no real con-
trol over archaeological sites be-

cause many are located in remote 
areas where the government can-
not afford to have them guarded 
around the clock,” Amer said, not-
ing that Iraq has more than 12,000 
archaeological sites and only 4,000 
ill-equipped guards to protect 
them.

“This has definitely exposed the 
sites and facilitated their looting 
by archaeology thieves and smug-
glers,” he added.

Iraq’s cultural heritage is far from 
safe.

At a time the government is try-
ing to recover as much as possible 
of the looted treasures, archaeo-
logical sites and artefacts are be-
ing systematically destroyed and 
robbed in areas under the control of 
ISIS, which found in the sale of the 
valuable items a lucrative business 
to finance its warfare.

Oumayma Omar, based in 
Baghdad, is a contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of The 
Arab Weekly.

Treasures still missing from Baghdad museum
Oumayma Omar

The main hall of the restored Iraqi National Museum in Baghdad.

The façade of the rehabilitated Iraqi national museum in Baghdad. One of Iraq’s priceless artefacts on display in the rehabilitated Baghdad museum.

Iraqi officials 
estimate that as 
many as 137,000 
pieces, in addition to 
15,000 registered 
artefacts, were 
looted.
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Algiers: 
Until November 20th

The National Museum of 
modern and contemporary 
art in Algiers hosts the sixth 
National Photography Festival, 
an event that brings together 
photography professionals 
and amateurs from around 
the world to exhibit and share 
experiences.

Beirut: 
Until December 17th

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

Beirut: 
Until December 26th 

Souk el Tayeb is a weekly 
market that hosts more than 
60 producers from across 
Lebanon with numerous food 
products as well as traditional 
and handmade crafts. Souk el 
Tayeb is open every Saturday 
from 9am-2pm at Beirut Souks 
in Beirut facing the Medgulf 
building on Trablos Street.

Dubai: 
Until April 9th

Global Village is the largest 
seasonal cultural extrava-
ganza in the region. Visitors 
can enjoy an array of festivals, 
shopping and entertainment 
in an open-air 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 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 
areas of Tunisia. A parallel 
programme includes world 
cinema showings, Argentina 
cinema projections, seminars, 
debates and meetings. The 
2015 Carthage Film Festival is a 
tribute to Manoel de Oliveira, 
Nouri Bouzid, Essia Djabbar 
and others.

Marrakech:
December 4th-12th

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

We welcome submissions of 
calendar items related to 
cultural events of interest 
to travellers in the Middle 
East and North Africa.

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Jeddah

I 

f you stood silent among the 
Nabataean tombs and monu-
ments at Madain Saleh in 
Saudi Arabia long after dusk 
you might hear a baby camel’s 

faint keening for its mother. The 
people of Thamud, like spiteful 
children disobeying their father, 
slaughtered the she-camel, which 
had been created as a miracle of 
God, and the calf escaped into the 
mountains.

Today, according to legend, the 
calf haunts Madain Saleh, about 
400 kilometres north of Medina. 
God cursed the area to destroy the 
Thamuds for their cruelty and idol 
worshipping.

Whether one is superstitious and 
believes in ghosts is irrelevant. The 
wailing often heard could be the 
wind whistling through nearby 
mountain passages and the tombs 
carved in rock. But in many ways 
Madain Saleh, which was named 
a UNESCO World Heritage Site 
in 2008, is indeed cursed if one 
chooses a broad interpretation of 
what became of the site after its 
people disappeared. It was ne-
glected for centuries, and despite 
efforts by the Saudi government to 
promote it as a tourist attraction, 
Saudis have largely ignored its sig-
nificance.

Madain Saleh is Saudi Arabia’s 
pre-eminent pre-Islamic archaeo-

logical site dating to the Nabataean 
kingdom in the first century. The 
Thamuds’ presence is dated to at 
least 715BC. Madain Saleh literally 
means “Cities of Saleh” after the 
pre-Islamic Prophet Saleh. Madain 
Saleh is a necropolis of 131 Nabatae-
an tombs cut into massive rocks 
spread over 21 square kilometres. It 
was the southern settlement of the 
Nabataean people, whose capital 
was in Petra, Jordan.

The area where the Thamud peo-
ple once lived is one of area’s most 
important archaeological sites. 
Saleh was the prophet of the Tha-
mud people who built their homes 
into the cliffs of the area. They 
were arrogant and corrupt. They 
lived long but also worshipped 
idols carved from stone, refusing 
to listen to Saleh’s message that 
there was only one God. When 
villagers demanded a miracle to 
prove that an invisible god existed, 
Saleh obliged, and God created a 
pregnant she-camel rising out of a 
large rock and giving birth to a calf. 
The Thamud people were in awe of 
the miracle.

A great stone tub was built and 
filled with milk from the she-
camel. Saleh permitted the vil-
lagers to share water from a well 
with the camel by drinking from 
it on alternating days. But the vil-
lagers refused to allow the camel 
and her calf to drink from the well 
or to graze. The villagers killed the 
mother and the calf escaped. God 
ordered Saleh to leave the region 
and then shook the villagers’ land 
with a massive earthquake and 
lightning. The disobedient villag-
ers perished in the disaster.

Today the area is the top Saudi 
Arabian tourist site for expatri-

ates, drawing thousands of 
visitors each year. But to 

say that Saudis avoid 
the area due to 

superstitions 
ignores the 
generational 

shift in attitudes and religious and 
cultural history.

“Muslims usually go to places 
that are blessed,” said Abdul-
lah Salama, 41, a former Medina 
resident living in Jeddah and who 
never visited Madain Saleh. “There 
is no reason for anyone to go to a 
place that was cursed.”

For many years a fatwa issued 
by the Council for Senior Ulema, 
Saudi Arabia’s highest religious 
authority, prohibited visiting the 
area based on a hadith in which the 
Prophet Mohammad taught Mus-
lims to avoid places subjected to 
God’s wrath.

According to the hadith, when 
the Prophet passed by Madain 
Saleh on his way to Tabuk, he said: 
“Don’t pass through the dwelling 
place of those who wronged them-
selves without crying.” The crying 
refers to the regret of sins in deny-
ing or violating God’s messages. 
Mohammad ordered that his fol-
lowers throw away the food they 
got from that area and spill the wa-
ter because the site was cursed.

The fatwa has since been lifted. 
Over the past decade, US, French 
and German archaeologists have 
scoured the region to uncover its 
history. The Saudi Commission for 
Tourism and Antiquities has been 
urging Saudis to visit the site as a 
means for the poor to earn a living 
from tourism and to instil pride in 
Saudi Arabia’s history.

Yarob H. Al-Ali, an archaeology 
manager for the commission, said 
that sites such as Madain Saleh 
provide jobs but equally important 
is introducing Saudis to their long-
neglected history.

“It’s a long commitment to bring 
the region’s history out into the 
open,” he said.

While the commission is target-
ing all Saudis in its awareness cam-
paign, its biggest challenge may be 
convincing the younger genera-
tion of Madain Saleh’s value as an 
historic site. Some younger Saudis 
are not avoiding the area because 
it’s cursed but because decades of 
neglect have rendered its history 
meaningless to them.

“Madain Saleh is a place to drive 
by on the way to another city,” 
said Manal al-Attiah, 38, a second-
generation Medinan. “The fact that 
it’s cursed doesn’t bother me. Its 
pre-Islamic history doesn’t bother 
me either. But the government has 
done such a bad job of promoting it 
and the infrastructure is so poor, I 
just don’t have a desire to go.”

Akram Alyeenbawi, 21, of Medi-
na, agreed: “How can I appreci-
ate the history of something that I 
have never been taught in school?”

Attiah complained there are no 
rest stops, restaurants or adequate 
accommodations in the immediate 
area. The Prophet’s admonition not 
to drink or eat at the site is likely 
the reason why there are no con-
veniences.

However, Attiah said Madain 
Saleh is devoid of infrastructure 
that would make a visit comfort-
able and interesting.

“It’s not a place I think about,” 
she said.
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Carved rose-coloured sandstone mountains in the Nabataean archaeological site of Hijr near the north-western town of Ula, Saudi Arabia.

A Saudi man leaves a tomb carved into rose-coloured sandstone 
mountains in the Nabataean archaeological site of Hijr near the 
north-western town of Ula, Saudi Arabia.

A picture shows the carved rose-coloured sandstone mountains in the Nabataean archaeological site 
of Hijr near the north-western town of Ula, Saudi Arabia.

Today the area 
is the top Saudi 
Arabian tourist site 
for expatriates, 
drawing thousands 
of visitors each 
year.


