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ISIS reaps global wrath 
after Paris slaughter   

Egypt in quandary over confirmation of Russian plane bombing

Beirut

T 

he war against the Islam-
ic State (ISIS) is stead-
ily escalating as shock 
waves from the blood-
bath in Paris reverberate 

across the globe, with the Ameri-
cans, Russians and French inten-
sifying air strikes against jihadists 
in Syria while two suspected fugi-
tives died in a Paris suburb.

ISIS has suffered critical setbacks 
in Syria and Iraq in recent days. 
But the devastating ferocity of its 
terrorist attacks in Turkey, Egypt, 
Lebanon and France over the last 
three weeks has triggered what 
looks like a whirlwind of revenge 
by the United States and Europe, 
as well as Russia, that may prove to 
be destructive.

France sent its aircraft carrier to 
the eastern Mediterranean, tripling 
its air power in the region.

On November 17th, Russia, seek-
ing revenge for the bombing of an 
airliner over Egypt on October 31st 
that killed 224 people, hammered 
the ISIS caliphate’s de facto capi-
tal, the Syrian city of Raqqa, and 
dozens of other targets in Syria 
with cruise missiles fired from the  
navy cruiser Moskva in the Cas-
pian Sea and by venerable Tu-95 
long-range bombers, relics of the 
Cold War on their first combat mis-
sions.

The November 13th slaughter of 
129 people, with hundreds more 
wounded, in Paris underlined how 
ISIS, long deemed a Middle East-
ern problem, has gone global.

It is not clear why the ISIS lead-
ership decided to take on the world 
but it fits the apocalyptic mindset 
of the Islamist zealots and strongly 
suggests that there will be more at-
tacks outside the war zone in Syria 
and Iraq. The Paris attacks in par-
ticular had clearly been planned 

for some time, pre-dating ISIS’s re-
cent reverses.

As French authorities pieced 
together what was an elaborate, 
meticulously planned assault on 
Paris, details emerged of how the 
operation by eight terrorists was 
based around an ISIS sleeper cell in 
neighbouring Belgium.

All eight attackers — seven of 
them dead — who have been iden-
tified were veterans of the war in 

Syria, a conflict that lies at the cen-
tre of the spreading violence.

This has heightened fears there 
are other sleeper cells waiting to 
strike.

France, the European nation 
hardest hit by Islamist terrorism 
since the 1990s rise of Algerian 
militancy led by veterans of the 
1979-89 Afghanistan war, has gone 
onto a veritable war footing.

French President François Hol-
lande announced tough anti-ter-
rorist measures before a rare joint 
session of both houses of parlia-
ment on November 16th. “France 
is at war,” he declared, “but we are 
not engaged in a war of civilisa-
tions because these assassins do 
not represent any civilisation.”

French officials said the suspect-
ed mastermind of the Paris attacks, 
27-year-old Belgian national and 
Syria war veteran Abdel-Hamid 
Abaaoud, was killed in a November 
18th raid on an apartment building 
in St Denis, just north of Paris. Par-
is Prosecutor François Molin said 
Abaaoud was among two people 
who died during the raid. Another 
eight suspects were arrested.

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.

Cairo

E 

gypt is in an unenviable 
situation after an an-
nouncement by the Krem-
lin that a bomb brought 
down a Russian passenger 

plane over Sinai, killing all 224 peo-
ple on board.

Cairo had been in denial as to the 
potential cause of the October 31st 
disaster since it occurred shortly 
after take-off from Sharm el-Sheikh 
International Airport en route to St 
Petersburg.

The bomb-on-board scenario 
wold mean that the Islamic State 
(ISIS) was able to infiltrate Egypt’s 
airport security.

“This means that we are in bad 
need for extra security measures 
at our airports,” security analyst 
Farouk Megrahi said after defend-
ing Egypt’s security procedures.

Russia on November 17th said 
that a home-made bomb brought 
down the Metrojet airliner over Si-

nai, confirming that the plane was 
destroyed by a terrorist act. Russian 
President Vladimir Putin vowed 
to find and punish those responsi-
ble and ordered an increase in air 
strikes in Syria as “inevitable retri-

bution” for the attack.
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 

al-Sisi, who had downplayed the 
terrorist act scenario as “prema-
ture”, has not commented on the 
Russian investigation results.

Sisi was in London in early No-
vember and was not apparently 
given the British intelligence infor-
mation about the crash, informa-
tion that was confided to Putin only 
hours later.

But now that the bomb seems 
to be the most likely, Egypt has to 
deal with its possible disastrous 
economic and diplomatic conse-
quences.

On November 17th, Egyptian 
Prime Minister Sherif Ismail said 
concerned agencies would take the 
results of the Russian investigation 
into consideration. An inquiry into 
the plane crash is continuing in 
Egypt.

News that Egypt had arrested 
two Sharm el-Sheikh airport offi-
cials in connection with the plane 
crash was dismissed by the Interior 
Ministry.

The sure thing, however, is that 
Egypt will soon have to act to ad-
dress suspected holes in its airport 
security, observers say.

Political commentator Nabil 
Fouad said he does not expect the 
crisis to negatively affect Egyptian-
Russian ties. However, he antici-
pated it to have disastrous conse-
quences on the Egyptian economy.

Since the plane crash, thousands 
of Russian and British tourists have 
left Sharm el-Sheikh and Hurghada, 
amid reports that bazaars are clos-
ing in the two resorts.

Russia used to send Egypt about 
3 million visitors a year, a little less 
than 30% of all tourists coming to 
the country and a boon to an econo-
my reeling from the effects of years 
of political turmoil.

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab
Weekly.
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Russian President Vladimir Putin, centre, observes a minute of 
silence with senior Russian officials before a meeting on Russian 
plane crash in Egypt, at the Kremlin in Moscow, on November 17th.
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ISIS has suffered 
critical setbacks in 
Syria and Iraq in 
recent days.

French soldiers pass the Arc de Triomphe in Paris, on November 16th.
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Paris: Another murderous milestone 

Beirut

T 

he slaughter in Paris by 
three teams of gunmen 
and suicide bombers, all 
apparently connected to 
the Islamic State (ISIS), 

is another murderous milestone 
in the jihadist group’s apocalyptic 
rise that began two years ago and 
most likely signals its emergence 
as a global threat.

French President François Hol-
lande called the coordinated at-
tacks by terrorists on six locations, 
in which at least 129 people died 
and hundreds more were wound-
ed, “an act of war”. He also de-
clared a state of emergency, put 
1,500 troops on the streets of Paris 
and vowed to intensify France’s 
military operations against ISIS as 
part of a US-led coalition.

“We’re going to lead a war with-
out mercy,” declared Hollande af-
ter visiting the shattered Le Bata-
clan, a 1,500-seat concert hall. 
That was where most of the vic-
tims were killed by three gunmen, 
armed with assault rifles, who 
mowed down audience members 
at a rock concert before detonating 
suicide bombs when police coun-
ter-attacked.

The violence of November 13th 
was highly coordinated and was 
the work of trained operatives 
rather than self-starting “lone 
wolf” terrorists who have carried 
out several attacks in France in re-
cent months. Intelligence experts 
said the suicide vests worn by the 
attackers, the first used in France, 
were made by a highly skilled pro-
fessional who learned bomb-mak-
ing in Syria and is probably still at 
large.

The sophisticated choreogra-
phy of the Paris slaughter drew 
parallels with the precision of the 
November 26, 2008, attack on 

Mumbai, India’s commercial capi-
tal, by ten Islamists of Pakistan’s 
Lashkar-e-Taiba group. They killed 
171 people and wounded 240 over 
three days before they were killed 
or captured.

It wouldn’t be the first time that 
there’s been operational cross-fer-
tilisation between terrorist groups.

The Paris attacks, including the 
suicide bombing near the Stade 
de France where Hollande was 
watching a football match be-
tween France and Germany, were 
the deadliest on French soil since 
1945, and appear to be part of an 
ISIS plan to expand its operations, 
so far largely confined to the Mid-
dle East, on an international scale.

This campaign was appar-
ently launched with the reported 
bombing of a Russian airliner over 
Egypt’s Sinai Peninsula on Octo-
ber 31st that killed all 224 people 
aboard. It continued with suicide 
bombings in Beirut on Novem-
ber 12th, with 43 killed and 239 
wounded. Both operations were 
claimed by ISIS.

Turkey has also pointed the fin-
ger at ISIS for the bombing of a ral-
ly in Ankara on October 10th that 
killed 102 people. All these attacks 
were linked to the Syrian conflict.

With the Paris casualties, the 
body count from ISIS attacks out-
side Syria and Iraq over the last five 
weeks totals more than 450 people 
killed and nearly 1,000 wounded.

There is every likelihood that 
ISIS will unleash further attacks in 
both the Middle East and the wider 
world. These will most probably be 
directed particularly at countries 
involved in the US-led military 
coalition fighting ISIS in Syria and 
Iraq and, of course, Russia because 
of its armed intervention to rescue 
the embattled regime of Syrian 
President Bashar Assad.

France, which began air strikes 
against ISIS in September, has 
borne the brunt of recent terrorist 

assaults in Europe. Even before the 
November 13th attacks, Hollande 
had said he was sending France’s 
only aircraft carrier, the nuclear-
powered Charles de Gaulle, to the 
Arabian Gulf to boost coalition air 
power — a move that could trigger 
further ISIS retaliation.

All this bloodshed, apparently 
triggered by Russia’s air strikes 
against ISIS and other foes of Assad 
that began September 30th, has 
given greater impetus to the diplo-
matic efforts to secure a negotiated 
settlement to end a war heading 
towards its sixth year with an es-
timated 250,000 dead and around 
half of Syria’s 23 million popula-
tion driven from their homes.

This includes a flood of refugees 
threatening to swamp Europe, 

which has triggered a swelling po-
litical crisis. Governments also fear 
ISIS and other terrorists will ride 
this tidal wave of homeless human-
ity to infiltrate the region. French 
investigators suspect at least one 
of the November 13th attackers en-
tered Europe through Greece in Oc-
tober posing as a refugee.

EU foreign policy chief Federica 
Mogherini said November 14th that 
the carnage in Paris has given new 
meaning to the meeting in Vienna 
to halt the Syrian slaughter.

“The countries sitting around the 
table have almost all experienced 
the same pain, the same terror, the 
same shock over the last weeks,” 
she said. “This tells us very clearly 
we’re all together in this. Europe-
ans, Arabs, East and West, we’re 

all affected by terrorism and those 
that try and divide us.”

But the Paris attacks could also 
intensify anti-Muslim anger across 
Western Europe. France’s far-right 
National Front was quick to call for 
tough action against Muslims and 
tighter immigration controls amid 
the surge of millions of homeless 
Middle Easterners fleeing conflicts 
across the region.

Such actions could alienate Eu-
rope’s Muslim, particularly discon-
tented young men and make them 
easy prey for recruitment by ISIS 
and other jihadist groups.

Ed Blanche is the Analysis section 
editor of The Arab Weekly. He has 
covered Middle Eastern affairs 
since 1967 and lives in Beirut.
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Ed Blanche

Where France should start its fightback

E
urope’s great Syria 
divide just got wider. It 
is no longer about 
tiresome logistical 
arrangements for 
floods of refugees 

while preserving European 
cultural values. Now, it is about 
“war” as the French president 
declared in the hours after the 
attacks on Paris. The front line 
appears to have moved to every 
European city.

Until Friday the 13th — a porten-
tous day-date combination accord-
ing to Western superstition — Syria 
simply meant a distant, if troubling, 
conflict zone. Now, it is seen as an 
urgent and existential threat to Eu-
rope.

There are three main reasons that 
the Syrian question has become 
an intense series of interrogation 
marks for Europe and the West. 
One of the terrorists in Paris’s Bata-
clan concert hall, where about 90 
people were slaughtered, is said to 
have shouted: “This is for Syria.” It 
is thought to have been a reference 

to the role of French warplanes in 

attacking Islamic State (ISIS) fight-
ers in Syria and Iraq, as part of the 
US-led campaign.

Second, the audacious explicit-
ness with which the ISIS statement 
identified the real target of the Paris 
attacks. The venues — a stadium, 
a Cambodian restaurant, a shop-
ping mall and a concert hall — were 
symbols of what the ISIS statement 
described as the “filthy streets and 
alleys [of] the capital of prostitu-
tion and vice”. Distant loathing is 
one thing but the menace becomes 
frighteningly close and real if a bru-
tal extremist group that holds ter-
ritory in Syria and Iraq can mount 
a non-specific attack on a country 
less than 4,000 km away.

Third, the passport of a Syrian 
refugee found on or near the body 
of a suicide bomber. The passport 
was registered to a Syrian refugee 
known to have travelled from Tur-
key to the Greek islands in October. 
The revelation hit Europe’s news 
radar with explosive force. It was 
not immediately clear whether 
the passport was planted, stolen, 
forged or genuine but the news 
dispersed the shrapnel of suspicion 
far and wide about jihadists among 
asylum-seekers from the Middle 
East.

Whatever the truth of the matter, 
the implications are clear. Syria, 
more particularly its civil war and 
the leaderless violent vacuum that 
has given ISIS space to flourish, is at 
the top of the world’s to do list.

Can anything be done? If it were 

so easy, wouldn’t it have been 
done by now? Would forceful and 
sustained action make Europe safe 
once more?

These are difficult questions 
but it is possible to offer suc-
cinct answers. So, here goes: Yes, 
something can be done. No, the 
lack of action so far does not mean 
incrementalism is the only possible 
course. No, forceful action in Syria 
will not necessarily make Europe 
safe. Terrorism is as much about 
emotional triggers as physical 
measures.

The truth is that whatever the 
eventual truth about the identities 
and ideological affiliation of the 
Paris killers, terrorism in Europe 
has not, until now, been led or 
created by refugees. It has been per-
petrated by home-grown, Europe-
born and -bred jihadis, people who 
went to school in Europe and felt 
impelled to turn against the coun-
try and culture that nurtured them.

Those responsible for London’s 
7/7 attacks were raised in the United 
Kingdom. The Kouachi brothers, 
who were responsible for the Char-
lie Hebdo killings in January, were 
born and raised in Paris. As was 
Amedy Coulibaly, the gunman who 
attacked a Jewish supermarket in 
Paris in apparent coordination with 
the Kouachis. It is striking that the 
international manhunt launched 
for Salah Abdeslam after the Paris 
attacks, identified the 26-year-old 
as a French national who was born 
in Brussels.

So, what’s been going wrong?
Without wanting to excuse crimi-

nality of any sort, France has long 
had a problem with integrating its 
Muslim minority and has done lit-
tle about it. I reported on the 2005 
suburban race riots in France, when 
the alienation of second- and third-
generation immigrants exploded 
in anger against the police in the 
banlieues, the unlovely suburbs 
around Paris.

I remember a well-educated 
South Asian  Muslim from the for-
mer French colony of  Pondicherry. 
He spoke fluent French and had 
always held French nationality and 
he told me in despair: “T he ghetto 
is the public face of France’s policy 
towards immigrants. Here they 
dump coloured people, different 
people and dirt-poor or disabled 
whites. No one who lives in one can 
ever hope to do anything in life.”

He lived near Clichy-sous-Bois, 
one of the notorious areas where 
the riots began. All around Paris — 
in Grigny, Aubervilliers, Sarcelles, 
La Courneuve, Le Bourget, Aulnay-
sous-Bois — immigrants (not all of 
them Muslim) chafed and seethed 
at life in what they considered to be 
concentration camps.

That is where France should start 
the fightback.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is an 
itinerant commentator on world 
affairs. Her blog can be found at 
www.rashmee.com and she is on 
Twitter: @rashmeerl.sa.

Rashmee 
Roshan Lall

View point
Terrorism 
in Europe 
has not, 
until now, 
been led or 
created by 
refugees.

France has long had a 
problem with integrating 
its Muslim minority and 
has done little about it.
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ISIS’s sectarian 
message in Beirut 
bloodbath
Beirut

I 

n the arcane world of jihad-
ist organisations, two suicide 
bombings in Hezbollah’s Bei-
rut stronghold that killed 46 
people and wounded more 

than 200 marked a departure as 
well as being the deadliest attack of 
its kind in the city since Lebanon’s 
civil war ended in 1990.

A third bomber was apparently 
killed when the second bomber 
detonated his explosives.

The devastating November 12th 
attack may be the opening salvo in 
an escalating battle between Sunni 
extremists and Hezbollah, Shia 
Iran’s prized proxy and its loyal ally 
in keeping Syrian President Bashar 
Assad, whose Alawite minority is 
an offshoot of Shia Islam, in power.

The double bombing in the Da-
hiya sector of southern Beirut was 
claimed by the Islamic State (ISIS), 
the first attack on Lebanon’s Shias 
that the jihadist group has ac-
knowledged.

Hitherto, the 29 bombings since 
October 2012 had been claimed by 
ISIS’s rivals, primarily al-Qaeda af-
filiates such as the Abdullah Azzam 
Brigades, named after Osama bin 
Laden’s Palestinian mentor.

In a statement issued on social 
media, ISIS bluntly declared that 
the objective of the November 12th 
bombings was simply to kill as 
many Shias as possible.

There were none of the usual de-
nunciations of Hezbollah helping 
the Syrian dictatorship stay in pow-
er against the will of the Syrian peo-
ple or calls for it to disengage from 
the Syrian war in which it has suf-
fered heavy losses or to free Sunni 
extremists imprisoned in Lebanon 
where security is firmly controlled 
by Hezbollah.

The Lebanese Army, long neglect-
ed by sectarian leaders who wanted 
to keep the military weak, is in no 
shape to take on ISIS, despite re-
cent US, French and Saudi efforts to 
build up its combat capabilities.

Lebanese Interior Minister Nou-
had Machnouk said on November 
15th that Internal Security Forces 
arrested two masterminds of the at-
tack, a Lebanese and a Syrian, along 
with seven others linked to the ter-
ror cell, including one would-be sui-
cide bomber.

Machnouk said interrogations 
revealed that the plan was devised 
for five suicide attackers hitting the 
Rassoul al-Aazam Hospital where 
Hezbollah fighters wounded in 

Syria are treated. That plan was 
scrapped because of tight security, 
he said, but the overall aim is to 
“destabilise”.

However, ISIS’s message laid out 
for all to see the sectarian hatreds 
that are so prevalent between Is-
lam’s dominant Sunnis and the 
smaller Shia branch that’s a pivotal 
element in the increasingly toxic 
Syrian war and the power struggle 
between Sunni Saudi Arabia and 
Shia Iran for domination of the Mid-
dle East.

Some analysts say the bombings 
stemmed from ISIS’s recent bat-

tlefield reverses in Syria and could 
be linked to recent attacks in Egypt 
and France that killed more than 
350 people as ISIS extends its at-
tacks across the Middle East and 
into Europe.

But it seems clear ISIS wants to 
use the Syrian war to destabilise 
Lebanon to draw off Hezbollah, 
which is fighting alongside the Da-
mascus regime. ISIS wants to un-
dermine Hezbollah as the most 
powerful military and political 
force in Lebanon and one way to do 
that is to bomb its supporters who 
are increasingly disquieted about 

the movement’s heavy casualties 
as Iran’s surrogate in an unpopular 
war. Forcing Hezbollah out of the 
Syrian war would seriously weaken 
Assad’s shaky regime.

“ISIS will try to strike again in any 
areas it can reach,” observed mili-
tary analyst Hisham Jaber, a retired 
Lebanese Army general.

“The attack was intended to in-
cite the people in Shia areas that 
embrace Hezbollah and to stand 
against the party and its interven-
tion in Syria,” he said.  

“The strategic goal is to under-
mine stability in Lebanon.”

James Bruce

Lebanese soldiers and forensic inspectors examine the site of two explosions on November 12th in 
the southern suburbs of Beirut.

It seems clear ISIS 
wants to use the 
Syrian war to 
destabilise Lebanon 
to draw off 
Hezbollah.

Lebanon and the roots of terror

T
he only thing safe-
guarding Lebanon is 
its state institutions. 
This is the most 
important lesson that 
we can learn from the 

terrorist attack in Beirut’s Bourj 
al-Barajneh neighbourhood. 
Anyone who fails to come to this 
conclusion wants to see Lebanon 
continue to drown in the mire of 
terrorism.

The Islamic State (ISIS) was re-
sponsible for the Bourj al-Barajneh 
terrorist attack. It targeted an area 
— in Beirut’s southern suburbs — 
that is under Hezbollah control. 
Most of those who died in the at-
tack were civilians who worked or 
lived in the area.

The southern suburbs are part of 
the mini-state that Hezbollah has 
established in Lebanon and which 
the state has sought to wrest back 
from the militia, which is little 
more than a brigade in Iran’s Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guards Corps.

Anyone who wants Lebanon to 
emerge from the series of disas-
ters it is facing and confront ISIS 
cannot run away from the truth: 
Hezbollah cannot prioritise both 
Lebanon and Syria at the same 
time. It is compromised.

If we don’t accept this and 
empower the Lebanese state to 
take control of Lebanese national 
security via state institutions, it 
simply will not be possible to put 
an end to terrorist attacks. This 
cannot happen, however, as long 
as non-state actors such as Hezbol-
lah are in control of a huge arsenal 

pointed at the Lebanese interior 
and while there are illegal arms in 
the Palestinian camps, including 
one in Bourj al-Barajneh.

As far back as 1973, then US 
secretary of State Henry Kissinger’s 
plane was diverted from Beirut 
airport to Rayak Air Base after an 
assassination plot against him was 
uncovered. It was there that he 
met Lebanese president Suleiman 
Frangieh, marking the beginning 
of the end for the Lebanese state’s 
ability to host foreign officials at its 
main airport.

Kissinger had no choice but to 
land at Rayak Air Base, given the 
political and security vacuum in 
Lebanon at the time. A similar 
political and security vacuum grips 
the country today with no presi-
dent in office and urgent demands 
for a new government and elec-
toral law.

With this decision, Kissinger 

demonstrated the weakness, or 
indeed the total absence, of the 
Lebanese state. There can be no 
state that is not in control of the 
main airport in its capital. There 
can be no state when terrorists are 
in possession of arms and can fire 
rockets at incoming planes.

To put it bluntly, if we want to 
support Lebanese national security 
and national interests, we must 
acknowledge that every illegal 
weapon in the country — whether 
in the hands of Palestinians or sec-
tarian forces — only serves those 
who want to destabilise Lebanon 
and destroy its state institutions.

Hezbollah, which has its own 
interests, is seeking to coerce the 
Lebanese state to accept and coex-
ist with its arms under the justifi-
cation that it is using these arms 
to confront ISIS and its ilk, while 
at the same time it is participating 
in Syrian President Bashar Assad’s 

war against his own people.
But Hezbollah’s participation in 

the Syrian conflict only serves to 
draw Lebanon, and the Lebanese 
people, into a dangerous conflict 
and open the door to all forms of 
terrorism.

Away from empty slogans and 
rhetoric about the “takfiri threat’ 
and “resistance” to Israel, all the 
talk about a political settlement in 
Lebanon has no practical applica-
tion on the ground in light of the 
total absence of any movement on 
the biggest sticking point — Hez-
bollah’s illegal arms.

After the Bourj al-Barajneh 
attack, all parties came out to 
condemn the attack without hesi-
tation. Lebanese citizens found 
themselves facing a terrorist attack 
in an area that should have been 
under control of the Lebanese 
state and its institutions. But this 
was not the case as the southern 
Suburbs are under the control of 
Hezbollah, the same group whose 
illegal involvement in the Syr-
ian conflict is one of the reasons 
behind such attacks.

It is difficult to prevent the recur-
rence of attacks such as this in the 
absence of the ability to get to the 
roots of the problem.

Getting to the roots means 
having the courage to address the 
issue of illegitimate weapons in 
Lebanon. These weapons are at the 
heart of all the problems in Leba-
non including the ongoing collapse 
of state institutions.

If we do not address this prob-
lem, we will remain trapped in this 
same loop, with Sunni terrorist 
attacks taking place in retaliation 
to Shia terrorist attacks and so on, 
each feeding the other, while it is 
the Lebanese people who suffer.

Khairallah Khairallah is a 
Lebanese writer. The commentary 
was translated and adapted from 
the Arabic. It was originally 
published in the London-based Al 
Arab newspaper.

Khairallah 
Khairallah

View point

Hezbollah 
cannot 
prioritise 
both 
Lebanon 
and Syria 
at the same 
time. 

We must acknowledge 
that every illegal weapon 
in the country only 
serves those who want to 
destabilise Lebanon.

A vigil at the site of the two explosions that occurred on November 12th in the 
southern suburbs of Beirut.
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London

S 

purred by the Paris terror-
ist attacks, world powers 
meeting in Vienna agreed 
on a political road map and 
timetable to end the Syrian 

conflict. The agreement represents 
a major breakthrough in the lengthy 
conflict.

The deal imposed a January 1, 
2016, deadline to start direct nego-
tiations between the Syrian govern-
ment and opposition.

Representatives of 17 countries, 
many of which support opposing 
sides in the Syrian conflict, met for 
the third time in Vienna to seek 
a political solution that will see a 
“credible, inclusive and non-sectar-
ian” transitional government within 
the next six months, followed by 
the drafting of a new constitution 
and UN-supervised elections within 
a further 18 months.

Observers had expected protract-
ed negotiations during the Vienna 
talks but events were overshad-
owed by the Islamic State (ISIS) ter-
rorist attacks on Paris on November 
13th, one day before the meetings in 
Austria.

“The impact of the war bleeds 
into all of our nations,” US Secretary 
of State John Kerry acknowledged. 

“It is time for the bleeding in Syria 
to stop.”

“The Paris attacks have shown… 
that it doesn’t matter if you are for 
[Syrian President Bashar] Assad or 
against him, ISIS is your enemy,” 
Russian Foreign Minister Sergei 
Lavrov said.

The parties agreed “to support 
and work to implement a nation-
wide ceasefire in Syria to come into 
effect as soon as the representatives 
of the Syrian government and the 
opposition have begun initial steps 
towards the transition under UN 
auspices,” according to a statement 
from the United Nations.

Washington and Moscow reaf-
firmed the agreement on the 
sidelines of the Group of 20 (G20) 
gathering in Turkey during a brief 
meeting between US President 
Barack Obama and Russian Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin.

It was unclear when a putative 
ceasefire would, or could, begin, 
with questions remaining as to who 
will represent the Syrian govern-
ment and opposition at UN-bro-
kered peace talks and who would be 
eligible to join a future transitional 
government.

Even reaching an agreement on 
a list of accepted political organi-
sations and proscribed terrorist 
groups will be difficult with the As-
sad regime labelling all opposition 
groups, from moderate rebels to al-
Nusra Front and ISIS, “terrorists”.

The Syrian opposition remains 
wary of dealing with a regime that 
has bombed its own people. Some 
opposition figures cautiously wel-
comed the deal but others viewed it 
as a political ploy for Assad to cling 
to power.

Kerry said opposition attendance 
at the talks would be contingent on 

the ceasefire. “That will help to end 
the bloodshed as quickly as possible 
and I might add that will help rap-
idly to define who wants to be con-
sidered a terrorist and who is not,” 
he said.

Assad’s fate remains a major 
stumbling block with Moscow and 
Tehran showing little inclination to 
withdraw their support for the Syr-
ian strongman. Lavrov said that the 
problem, and its solution, is “not 
about Assad”.

“The Islamic Republic of Iran did 
not allow a clause on the ouster of 
President Assad to be included in 
the final statement of the Vienna 

talks. We emphasised that only the 
Syrian people have the right to de-
cide this,” Iranian Deputy Foreign 
Minister Amir Abdollahian was 
quoted as saying by the semi-offi-
cial FARS news agency.

Riyadh stressed that it will not 
back down from its staunch posi-
tion that Assad must go. “We will 
support the Syrian people. We will 
support the political process that 
will result in Assad leaving or we 
will continue to support the Syr-
ian opposition to remove him by 
force,” Saudi Foreign Minister Adel 
al-Jubeir said in Turkey.

Washington appeared to be send-
ing mixed messages with observers 
suggesting that the United States 
had softened its stance on Assad. 
“We did not come here to impose 
our collective will on the Syrian peo-
ple, exactly the opposite… [They] 
will be and must be the validators 
of our efforts,” Kerry said. However, 
he also acknowledged that the war 
“can’t end as long as Assad is there”.

British Prime Minister David 
Cameron suggested that opinions 
over Assad’s future are narrow-
ing. “The gap has been enormous 
between those of us who believe 
Assad should go immediately and 
those who like President Putin who 
have been supporting and contin-
ue to support him,” he said after a 
meeting with Putin at the G20.

“I think it has been reduced… I 
hope we can close the gap still fur-
ther but it will need compromise on 
both sides,” Cameron added.

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

Syria road map agreed in wake of Paris attacks
Mahmud el-Shafey

US Secretary of State John Kerry (L), Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov (R) and UN Envoy for 
Syria Staffan de Mistura in Vienna, on November 11th.

It was unclear when 
a putative ceasefire 
would, or could, 
begin.

Assad’s fate remains 
a major stumbling 
block.

Beirut

T 

he Islamic State (ISIS) has 
suffered critical setbacks 
in Syria and Iraq in recent 
days. The attacks by ISIS 
in Paris and elsewhere 

have provoked reprisals by France, 
the United States as well as Russia. 
But it is too early to venture wheth-
er the terrorist atrocities will bring 
about a dramatic intensification of 
the stumbling US-led military cam-
paign against the group.

However, there appears to be a 
growing realisation that so far these 
operations have failed to coun-
ter ISIS and the Islamic caliphate 
it proclaimed in Syria and Iraq in 
June 2014 and that it is time to step 
up the battle, as French President 
François Hollande, who declared 
the November 13th slaughter in 
Paris an “act of war”, is doing.

“We have allowed ISIS to have 
a sanctuary in Syria and Iraq with 
too much time to plan and plot, 
too many resources to be directed 
against us,” US Representative 
Adam Schiff, D-Mass., the senior 
Democrat on the House Intelli-
gence Committee, declared on No-
vember 15th.

It is not clear why ISIS expanded 
its operations outside Syria and 
Iraq. It has shown itself to be me-
ticulously methodical and rarely 
acted impulsively but it has clearly 
pushed Europe, along with the 
Americans and the Russians, into 
stepping up the fight.

This is gathering momentum as 
ISIS’s enemies in Syria and Iraq 
have been pressing the group hard, 
despite Russia’s armed intervention 
in September to rescue the flagging 
regime of President Bashar Assad.

On November 13th, the same day 
Paris was hit by a gun-and-bomb 
rampage that killed 129 people and 
wounded hundreds more, Kurdish 
pershmerga troops in Iraq retook 
the northern city of Sinjar, seized 
by ISIS in mid-2014.

That was a rare victory by the 
Baghdad government and its allies 
against the jihadists and their self-
proclaimed Islamic caliphate that 
runs from northern Syria to west-
ern Iraq.

The most important military as-
pect of driving ISIS out of the Yazidi 
city is that it cuts the group’s main 
supply line to Syria along Highway 
47 running from Mosul, the centre-
piece of ISIS’s Iraqi conquests, to 
Syria.

That could have a major impact 
on ISIS operations in northern Syr-
ia, radiating from its de facto capi-
tal, the city of Raqqa.

There, Syrian Democratic Forces, 
a coalition of Kurdish, Arab, Turk-
men and Assyrian fighters, backed 
by US air power, have been squeez-
ing ISIS hard and gaining ground 
along the border in a bid to cut 
the caliphate in two between the 
strongholds of Mosul and Raqqa.

The Iraqi government, which 
is finally making some gains by 
its reconstructed army after it fell 
apart in ISIS’s 2014 blitzkreig, feels 
more confident about retaking Mo-
sul, where ISIS proclaimed its cali-
phate.

A highly placed Iraqi official, 
with access to strategic planning, 
told The Arab Weekly that with 
Sinjar recaptured, there would be 
a further offensive against ISIS in 

the Saladin governorate, north of 
Baghdad, to drive the jihadists out 
of Ramadi and Mosul.

The recent spate of terrorist at-
tacks claimed by or attributed to 
ISIS underline how the group has 
grown and developed into a poten-
tially global threat. The atrocities 
also emphasised how the US-led 
military strategy to counter ISIS 
has remained largely unchanged 
and failed to cripple the jihadists.

But that may be changing. France 
has intensified its air strikes, which 
so far have not been particularly 
militarily significant, and is deploy-
ing its nuclear-powered aircraft 
carrier, the Charles de Gaulle, to 
the eastern Mediterranean to step 
up air strikes against ISIS in Syria.

That will dramatically boost 
France’s air capabilities, adding 
26 fighters to the 12 jets currently 
based in the United Arab Emirates 
and Jordan.

In Versailles, Hollande told 
French parliamentarians: “We will 
continue the strikes in the weeks to 
come. There will be no respite and 
no truce. France is at war.”

In Moscow, President Vladimir 
Putin vowed to intensify air strikes 
against ISIS after he acknowledged 
that a bomb destroyed a Russian 
Airbus over Sinai, killing all 224 
people aboard. “The criminals… 
must understand that vengeance is 
inevitable,” he declared.

Russia launched its own raids on 
Raqqa on November 17th, under-

lining its new-found concern about 
the ISIS danger.

Since it started its campaign in 
Syria on September 30th, Moscow 
claimed it was fighting ISIS but 
most of its air strikes were against 
rebels backed by the United States, 
Saudi Arabia and Turkey and 
threatening the Assad regime.

The Americans are also step-
ping up their 14-month-old aerial 
onslaught against ISIS and con-
centrating on its oil infrastructure 
in Syria, the group’s key source of 
revenue. 

An attack that destroyed 116 ISIS 
oil tankers near the Iraqi border on 
November 15th was an unequivocal 
signal that the Americans are tak-
ing the gloves off.

ISIS hit hard in Syria, Iraq
Gloves come off after Paris and other attacks

French army Rafale fighter taking off a base in the United Arab Emirates to bomb Raqqa.

Ed Blanche

It is not clear why 
ISIS expanded its 
operations outside 
Syria and Iraq.

A highly placed Iraqi 
official told The 
Arab Weekly that 
there will be a 
further offensive 
against ISIS in the 
Saladin governorate, 
north of Baghdad.

Cover Story Facing off with ISIS



5November 20, 2015

Istanbul

M 

eeting in the after-
math of the Paris at-
tacks, world leaders 
gathered in Turkey 
pledged to redouble 

efforts to fight the Islamic State 
(ISIS) but carrying out that promise 
will be difficult as conflicting inter-
ests of key players remain.

Participants at the Group of 20 
(G20) meeting of heads of state 
from the world’s biggest economies 
vowed to step up action against 
ISIS by improving intelligence shar-
ing, increasing border controls and 
sharpening air travel security to 
keep militants from crossing inter-
national boundaries.

The decision came after police 
in Paris found evidence that one of 
the attackers, who killed more than 
125 people in a string of shootings 
and bombings on November 13th, 
had registered as a Syrian refugee 
entering Greece via Turkey. Turk-
ish officials said their security forc-
es had warned France about one of 
the bombers and had foiled an ISIS 
attack in Istanbul that had been 
planned to coincide with the Paris 
assaults.

“We are concerned over the acute 
and growing flow of foreign terror-
ist fighters and the threat it poses 
for all states,” the G20 leaders said 
in a statement. “We are resolved to 
address this threat.”

Analysts said the Paris attacks 
showed the West’s strategy to con-
tain ISIS in Syria and Iraq with the 
help of air strikes and support for 
local anti-ISIS militias was no long-
er enough.

“This is no longer a fight within 
the boundaries of the Middle East 
and Mesopotamia,” Murat Yetkin 
wrote in the Hurriyet Daily News. 
“This is no longer a fight that can 
be dealt with by air strikes and 
so-called ‘moderate’ locals on the 
ground with the high possibil-

ity of turning ‘radical’ as soon as  
they get the money and the weap-
ons.”

US President Barack Obama said 
Washington would “redouble our 
efforts, working with other mem-
bers of the coalition, to bring about 
a peaceful transition in Syria and to 
eliminate” ISIS. France reacted to 
the Paris bombings by increasing 
air strikes on ISIS targets in Syria.

However, experts agree that air 
strikes will not be enough to defeat 
the jihadist militia. Even after the 
shock of the Paris attacks, no ma-
jor power offered to send ground 
troops to Syria to fight ISIS.

The method of encouraging local 
forces to increase the fight against 
the radicals on the ground is meet-
ing with problems as well. The 
United States and Turkey disagree 
over whether the Syrian Kurds’ 
Democratic Union Party (PYD) and 
its militia People’s Protection Units 
(YPG) could be a partner. While 
Washington regards the Kurds as 

allies against ISIS, Ankara is con-
cerned that the Kurds’ real aim is 
to set up a Kurdish state along the 
Turkish border.

Cutting the flow of foreign fight-
ers in and out of ISIS-controlled 
parts of Syria and Iraq is another 
task facing countries exposed to 
the threat posed by the militants. 
Turkey, which shares a 900-km 
border with Syria, says it is increas-
ing border security and erecting 
fences and walls along some sec-
tions of the frontier.

Critics say Turkey is far from 

sealing the border for ISIS fighters, 
while Turkish officials complain of 
a lack of coordination with Western 
intelligence services in identifying 
and arresting militants.

Following the Paris attacks, 
Turkish officials said their country 
notified French police in 2014 and 
again in 2015 about ISIS suspect 
Omar Ismail Mostefai, identified as 
one of the Paris bombers, without 
hearing back from France. Only af-
ter the Paris attacks did French au-
thorities ask Turkish counterparts 
if they knew anything about Moste-
fai, a Turkish official said, insisting 
on anonymity.

“The case of Omar Ismail Moste-
fai clearly establishes that in-
telligence sharing and effective 
communication are crucial to 
counterterrorism efforts,” the offi-
cial said. “The Turkish government 
expects closer cooperation from its 
allies in the future.”

Nihat Ali Ozcan, an analyst with 
the Tepav think-tank in Ankara, 

said he did not expect the Paris 
bombings to usher in a new era of 
broad international cooperation 
to fight ISIS. He said the United 
States remained unwilling to com-
mit ground troops, preferring air 
strikes “as the least risky option”. 
At the same time, Russia was stick-
ing to its support for Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar Assad, while other 
players such as Turkey, Qatar and 
Saudi Arabia wanted Assad to go.

“In this chaotic environment, it is 
hard to see any significant change” 
after the Paris attacks, Ozcan said. 
“We will talk a lot about the Paris 
bombings but there won’t be a big 
change.”

Even short-term steps against 
ISIS were made difficult by unan-
swered questions, Ozcan said. “If 
you drive ISIS away from a certain 
area, who should replace them?” 
he asked.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Istanbul.

G20 leaders vow to fight ISIS despite differences
Thomas Seibert

Participants at the 
Group of 20 (G20) 
meeting of heads of 
state from the 
world’s biggest 
economies vowed to 
step up action 
against ISIS.

Leaders of G20 observe a minute of silence in memory of Paris attacks at G20 summit in Antalya.

London

“T
his guy was a human 
animal. Killing him 
has probably made 
the world a little bit of 
a better place,” Penta-

gon spokesman Steve Warren said 
on the death of infamous Islamic 
State (ISIS) executioner “Jihadi 
John”.

Mohammed Emwazi, also known 
as “Jihadi John”, was killed in a US 
drone strike in the ISIS self-de-
clared capital Raqqa on November 
12th after a reign of terror in which 
he had killed at least seven Western 
and Japanese hostages. 

Dressed all in black, his features 
hidden behind a balaclava, Em-
wazi’s London accent had been 
the last thing heard by American 
journalists James Foley and Steven 
Sotloff, British aid workers David 
Haines and Alan Henning, US aid 
worker Peter Kassig and Japanese 
nationals Kenji Goto and Haruna 
Yukawa before their deaths.

Emwazi’s execution videos, in 
which he brutally beheaded pris-
oners while spouting Islamist 
propaganda, had been a major re-
cruiting tool for ISIS and his death 
represents a major blow for the 
group.

“This is significant of course be-
cause ‘Jihadi John’ was something 
of an ISIS celebrity if you will — the 
face of the organisation in many 
senses… so there is a significant 
blow to their prestige. He was a 
primary recruitment tool for that 
organisation,” Warren said.

Emwazi’s death represented a 
much-needed propaganda victory 
for the West. “If confirmed, the 
targeted killing of Emwazi will be a 
tactical and psychological achieve-
ment for the anti-ISIS coalition,” 
the British Guardian newspaper’s 
Middle East Editor Ian Black wrote.

While the United States said it 

was “reasonably confident” that 
Emwazi was killed in the drone 
strike, obtaining 100% confirma-
tion is problematic given the area 
where attack occurred. ISIS has 
yet to issue a statement confirming 
Emwazi’s death and some observ-
ers say the group could carry out 
retaliatory attacks.

Following the announcement of 
Emwazi’s death, UK intelligence re-
vealed that it was on high alert and 
monitoring 750 British citizens, 
some 450 of whom had returned 
from Syria. The announcement 
came just before the Paris terrorist 
attacks, with analysts saying that 
ISIS has issued renewed calls for 
those who want to join it but can’t 
to stay and undertake attacks in the 
West.

Emwazi, born in Kuwait in 1988 
moved to the United Kingdom in 
1994. Former friends and acquaint-
ances spoke to the press recalling 
someone who was quiet and shy, 
completely unlike the knife-wield-
ing executioner he became. CAGE, 
a London-based advocacy group, 
has controversially said that UK se-
curity services, which were closely 

monitoring Emwazi at the time, 
played a role in his radicalisation.

Despite being on a watch list, 
Emwazi made it to Syria in 2013. He 
quickly rose through the ISIS ranks 
from guarding Western captives in 
Idlib to executing them. It was also 
here that he earned his nickname 
“Jihadi John”, one of four British 
guards who were nicknamed after 
the Beatles.

Emwazi was the most high-pro-
file British national to join ISIS, 
with estimates that some 1,600 
Britons have travelled to Iraq and 
Syria to fight for the group. Officials 
hope his death will serve as a deter-
rent.

“I have always said that we 
would do whatever was necessary, 
whatever it took, to track down 
Emwazi and stop him taking the 
lives of others,” British Prime Min-

ister David Cameron said after an-
nouncing Emwazi’s death.

“He posed an ongoing and serious 
threat to innocent civilians not only 
in Syria but around the world and in 
the UK, too. He was ISIS’s lead exe-
cutioner and let us never forget that 
he killed many, many Muslims, too. 
And he was intent on murdering 
many more people. So this was an 
act of self-defence. It was the right 
thing to do,” Cameron added.

UK Labour Party leader Jeremy 
Corbyn questioned the extrajudi-
cial killing. “It appears Moham-
med Emwazi has been held to ac-
count for his callous and brutal 
crimes. However, it would have 
been far better for us if he had been  
held to account in a court of law,” he 
said.

But for many, Emwazi’s death 
couldn’t have come sooner. Beth-
any Haines, daughter of murdered 
aid worker David Haines, expressed 
relief at the news. “After seeing the 
news that ‘Jihadi John’ was killed, I 
felt an instant sense of relief, know-
ing that he wouldn’t appear in any-
more horrific videos,” she told ITV 
News.

‘Jihadi John’ killed on eve of Paris attacks
Mahmud el-Shafey

Victims of “Jihadi John” (L to R) Japanese freelance video journalist Kenji Goto, US aid worker Peter “Abdel-Rahman” Kassig, US freelance reporter James Foley, Japanese 
national Haruna Yukawa, US freelance writer Steven Sotloff, British national Alan Henning and British aid worker David Haines.

Emwazi, born in 
Kuwait in 1988 
moved to the United 
Kingdom in 1994.

Mohammed Emwazi, 
also known as Jihadi 
John, was killed in a 
US drone strike in 
Raqqa.
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T 

he last few weeks have witnessed a series of terrorist 
tragedies. The Paris massacres on November 13th, the 
Russian airliner bombing over the Sinai peninsula on 
October 31st and twin suicide bombings in Beirut on 
November 12th. Hundreds of innocent people died in these 
atrocities. All have been claimed by the so-called Islamic 
State (ISIS).

The terrorist attacks point to a change of strategy on the part of ISIS, 
making the terrorist organisation a serious global threat.

Until now, Western strategists have tried to treat ISIS activities as 
essentially a regional threat that could be contained in the Levant. 
Recent events have clearly shown that the “containment” approach was 
not a success.

Even before the Paris attacks, ISIS was showing signs of expanding in 
the Middle East and North Africa. Particularly worrisome were its 
growing activities in the Sinai and Libya.

A senior Pentagon official told the New York Times on November 15th 
that recent ISIS activities in Libya were “signs that Libya could provide a 
redoubt for the Islamic State even if the group was driven completely out 
of Syria and Iraq”.

Worse still, the ISIS narrative has not been weakening nor has the 
organisation’s ability to attract more recruits and to move up the scale of 
murderous sophistication.

In the face of the bloody demonstration by ISIS of its global reach, we 
will probably hear more of the same speeches about the need for more 
effective global cooperation. But maybe this time we will see more 
genuine resolve to diminish the military might of ISIS and choke off its 
economic resources.

The Arab and Muslim world will have to assume its share of responsi-
bility. First and foremost, it must lead the crucial struggle for young 
minds. Drying up the appeal of the ISIS narrative should be one of its 
most immediate objectives. Nobody else can do that better.

Many places in the Middle East and North Africa are in a shambles. The 
West cannot look the other way. It must help extinguish the fires of war 
and civil strife in the region and help support the right development 
policies there.

On the immediate level, the international community cannot punish 
would-be refugees for the Paris bloodshed. It was predictable that voices 
would grow louder after the November 13th massacres calling on Europe 
to close its borders, especially after evidence emerged that at a number 
of Middle East migrants have been involved in the attacks.

Security precautions are necessary but “Fortress Europe” is no more 
realistic today than it was yesterday. Besides, as European Commission 
President Jean-Claude Juncker said on November 15th: “Those who 
organised these attacks, and those who carried them out, are exactly 
those who the refugees are fleeing.”

Once again the West must also be wary of the temptation to lump all 
Arabs and Muslims together. Humanity already walked that path after 
9/11. Stereotyping and discrimination would only help undermine the 
bridges that the fanatical terrorists seek to destroy.

What’s the world
to do after Paris?

O 

nce the victims of 
the November 13th 
attacks in Paris are 
buried and the 
debris cleaned up, 
the focus of the 

French government to seek 
revenge will be on everyone’s 
mind.

The strong desire for retalia-
tion is understandable. As French 
President François Hollande said 
shortly after the attacks: “It is a 
declaration of war on France.”

In fact, it is a declaration of war 
not only on France and French 
values, it is, as US President Barack 
Obama declared, an attack on all 
humanity.

That the French are upset is 
understandable; someone has hit 
their way of life in attacking cafés 
and restaurants and other places 
of social gatherings. The targets 
were not randomly chosen. A lot 
of thought and planning went into 

selecting those places. 
As did a lot of hate.

But as waging war re-
quires careful planning, 
so does the after-war. 
The reason yesteryears’ 
enemies — Japan and 
Germany — are today 
allies of their World War 
II foes is because much 
effort was placed in 
ensuring they prospered 
in peace once the war 

was over. The Marshall Plan was 
conceived and implemented. The 
former foes were offered an entic-
ing alternative.

The same principles should 
apply in this war. All the more so 
as this war is very different from 
previous ones in which the enemy 

was known. It will not be a conven-
tional war. In this new type of war, 
the enemy operates in the shad-
ows. And for the moment, we don’t 
even know who that enemy is. So 
we should also plan for a different 
kind of peace.

As a number of officials declared 
shortly after the September 11, 
2001, attacks on the United States: 
“Completely new armies are 
needed. This is a war in which the 
enemies sail over borders, have 
no uniforms, no identity cards, no 
warnings. and there is a need for a 
completely different strategic and 
tactical deployment to suit the new 
situation.”

A lot of patience should be 
exercised before any retaliation. 
There is a tremendous amount of 
intelligence work that needs to be 
conducted before the military war 
machine is unleashed. When the 
reply does come, it should be care-
fully planned, with a stated goal, 
and carried out.

It will have to be complete. There 
can be no halfway measures in this 
conflict. There can be no stop-
ping short of the final objective. 
And this means planning for the 
after-war with a concerted effort to 
address the problems that brought 
us to war in the first place.

While it is perhaps no longer the 
main leitmotif of Arab and Muslim 
hatred of the West, an issue that 
has helped fuel the Middle East 
violence is the continued plight of 
the Palestinians and their legiti-
mate demand for a settlement in 
their dispute.

In the after-war, the United 
States should become an honest 
broker in mediating settlements 
for the Palestinians and Syrians in 
which their countries can prosper 
in dignity in a democratic world. 
That would greatly defuse negative 
energy directed against the United 
States and Western Europe.

Retaliation will come in due 
course. Preparations are very likely 
already under way and no doubt 
the French president has been con-
ferring with other world leaders, 
seeking support for an eventual 
response to what he called “an act 
of war”.

Most of the world is united 
against terrorism but, at the same 
time, the world should be ready 
to offer an alternative — a New 
Marshall Plan to settle the Middle 
East, Palestinian territories, Iraq 
and Syria. Otherwise, the risk of 
continued conflict and terrorism 
will remain and this war would 
have been about simple revenge.

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

A new kind of war

Claude Salhani

The world should be 
ready to offer an 
alternative — a New 
Marshall Plan to settle 
the Middle East.

Soldiers stand guard in the northern Paris suburb of
 Saint-Denis, on November 18th, as French Police special 
forces raid an apartment.
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F 

luctuat nec mergitur 
– Tossed but never 
sunk — Paris’s eternal 
motto sticks!

Not long after the 
cowardly carnage, 

people in Paris were back on the 
streets, in the cafés, the terraces 
and even concert halls. And my son 
returned to school.

He was born in Paris, on Novem-
ber 14, 2001, the day after Kabul 
fell. He turned 14 in Paris, the day 
after young fanatics, some French, 
killed 129 civilians in the name of 
the Islamic State (ISIS).

Fourteen years after 9/11, my son 
can legitimately ask me why noth-
ing seems to have been achieved. 
Neither by diplomacy nor bomb-
ing. France joined an international 
coalition in Afghanistan but was 
wise enough not to follow George 
W. Bush into Iraq in 2003.

Now why has France — ahead 
of the United States — emerged as 
the Great Satan and become the 
privileged target of ISIS? There are 
several immediate reasons.

First, President François Hol-
lande’s France moved forces 
quickly to prevent jihadis toppling 
our African friends in Mali. Now, 
France is back in the coalition 
bombing ISIS in Iraq and Syria. A 
marginal air power by comparison 
to the massive air strikes carried 

out by Russia in Syria 
and the United States in 
Iraq, but France’s Euro-
pean borders are so much 
easier to cross than most 
and such a closer target 
than the United States.

It is also a fat ideo-
logical target: France, a 

Christian country, is a secu-
lar nation sheltering the biggest 
Jewish and Muslim communities 
in Europe. That is profoundly 
abhorrent to ISIS. For ISIS is not 

really a “state” but firstly a state of 
mind. A combination of traditional 
Wahhabi faith nurtured for years 
by the imams and the dollars of the 
West’s best friends, Saudi Arabia 
and Qatar, grafted onto a new frus-
trated generation mastering digital 
cultures.

Not only in Arabic and English, 
but also successfully in French. 
France has been too slow to under-
stand.

That France has failed to inte-
grate Muslims into the mainstream 
is the first reason the apocalyptic 
jihadi message has been permeat-

ing some of the jobless Muslim 
youth in poor tenements with both 
their French and North African 
identities in doubt. Young people in 
a void and who remained ignorant 
of the Sufi Islam of their parents 
and are incensed by the Israeli oc-
cupation and events in Gaza. They 
are fair game for moneyed radical 
preachers and jihadi underground 
networks.

So far counterintelligence has 
not been able to stop jihadi terror. 
France has failed to help its moder-
ate Muslim population assert itself. 
Either by being reluctant to appear 

discriminating against the “beard-
ed ones” or because of the lasting 
distrust towards Muslims inherited 
from the colonial war in Algeria.

France has also failed to publicly 
distance itself from the very same 
oil monarchies that buy expensive 
weapons from the West and toler-
ate those in their midst who keep 
financing radical Islamist terrorism.

Reality checks that have been too 
long coming.

Jean Marc Illouz is a Paris-based 
French correspondent formerly in 
Washington and the Middle East.

F 

or years, refugees 
climbed into unseawor-
thy vessels or trekked 
across near-impossible 
terrain, risking their 
lives to escape violence 

or hopelessness only to run into 
locked doors. Then the picture of 
Aylan Kurdi, lying dead on a lonely 
beach, became the searing image 
that opened borders.

The picture of the 3-year-old 
boy’s body was heart-rending. 
Subsequent photos of Aylan being 
carefully carried away by a police 
officer were nearly as powerful.

It wasn’t long after that early 
September gruesome discovery 
that countries around the world — 
at least for a time — opened their 
doors to refugees. Many leaders 
who responded to the refugee 
crisis said it was Aylan’s image that 
swayed them.

But how did that death turn 
those locks? After years of pictures 
of dozens of people crowded into 
rickety boats, hearing tales of hun-

dreds drowning or thousands being 
turned away at borders, how did 
one 3-year-old boy cause a break-
through?

It is because we knew that child. 
Oh, we didn’t know Aylan, per se, 
but we all have seen toddlers — per-
haps clad in red shirt, blue shorts 
and sneakers — laughing and play-
ing as all children should. It’s a very 
happy thought. But this boy was 
alone and dead. That image sears 
into the mind.

This brought Aylan’s death home. 
It put a single face on a crisis that 
affects millions. This forced the 
world to see refugees as people.

This is also the raison d’être for 
journalism, a profession, as at-
tributed to Finley Peter Dunne, that 
should “comfort the afflicted and 
afflict the comfortable”. Here was 
a chance to live that cause. Aylan 
could no longer be made comfort-
able but his fate could aid others 
who are afflicted. 

There had to be a sickening feel-
ing upon coming upon the bodies 

of Aylan and the others who died. 
More than a dozen people, includ-
ing Aylan’s mother and brother, 
drowned when their overloaded 
boat capsized about five minutes 
after leaving shore in an attempt 
to reach a Greek island and a safe 
haven away from the Syrian war.

Alyan’s body had been pulled 
from the water by the time Dogan 
News Agency photographer Nilufer 
Demir arrived but was still on the 
beach near the waterline. Demir 
was put in an ethical quandary: 
Aylan was one of the “afflicted” 
but she could not help him and 
there is always a thought to respect 
the privacy of the dead. However, 
his image could help the plight of 
countless others.

“There was nothing left to do 
for him. There was nothing left to 
bring him back to life,” Demir told 
CNN Turk. “There was nothing to 
do except take his photograph. And 
that is exactly what I did.”

And then, expressing the most 
important aspect of journalism, she 

said: “I thought, ‘This is the only 
way I can express the scream of his 
silent body.’” 

The photo was Aylan’s scream 
for help for those trying to escape 
the terror of the years-long fighting 
in Syria or deprivation in other 
parts of the Middle East and North 
Africa.

One drawback of the 24-hour 
news cycle and the plethora of 
ways 21st-century technology al-
lows for the sharing of information 
with light-speed immediacy is the 
sheer amount of words and images 
available. There is so much mate-
rial that the world is becoming in-
ured to scenes of hordes of people 
in tragic situations. We suffer from 
crisis fatigue.

There are so many in dire need 
that the masses become faceless. 
It’s relatively easy to dehumanise 
people when their features are hard 
to make out in a crowd of hundreds 
or thousands.

Then comes the picture of a 
single boy and the crisis is given a 
face. Humanity returns and people 
are driven to action.

Aylan Kurdi represents thou-
sands of people who have died 
trying to escape violence of the 
Syrian war. To let his death go un-
noticed and rendered unimportant 
is unconscionable, just as it is to 
ignore the continuing plight of the 
millions still affected by the war his 
family was trying to escape.

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

France needs some reality checks

Crisis fatigue inures us to tragedy

Jean Marc Illouz

A young couple in front of the French Embassy in Berlin mourns for the victims killed in the 
November 13th attacks in Paris.

Tossed but never 
sunk — Paris’s eternal 
motto sticks!

John Hendel

New normal. Men play chess in front of a damaged building in Idlib province, Syria, on October 19, 2015.
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hordes of people in 
tragic situations.
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Saudi Wahhabi dilemma in 
spotlight after Paris attacks

Riyadh

S 

audi Arabia’s harsh religious 
tradition is seen by many 
outsiders — and some Saudi 
liberals — as a root cause of 
the international jihadist 

threat that has engulfed the Middle 
East and now struck Paris.

But while Riyadh has cracked 
down on jihadists at home, jailing 
thousands, stopping hundreds from 
travelling to fight abroad and cut-
ting militant finance streams, its ap-
proach to religion raises a dilemma.

It assails the ideology of militants 
who proclaim jihad against those 
they regard as infidels but ally with a 
clerical establishment that preaches 
intolerance, although not violence, 
against those same groups.

Wahhabism, the kingdom’s offi-
cial ultra-conservative Sunni Mus-
lim school, regards Shia Islam as 
heretical, lauds the concept of jihad 
and urges hatred of infidels. Its cler-
ics run the Saudi justice system and 
have funds to spread their influence 
abroad.

“Muslims should be fair to non-
Muslims. They can do business with 
them and should not attack them 
but that does not mean they should 
not hate them and avoid them,” a 
senior Saudi cleric said in a back-

ground discussion with Reuters.
For the government, focusing on 

that distinction, between accepting 
hatred and inciting violence, has 
let it retain the support of Wahhabi 
clergy and ultra-conservative Saudis 
while carrying out massive security 
operations against militants.

Modern jihadist organisations, 
including Islamic State (ISIS) and al-
Qaeda, follow an extreme interpre-
tation of the Salafi branch of Islam, 
of which Wahhabism was the origi-
nal strain.

The Saudi government defends 
its record on combating Islamist 
radicalism, pointing to detention of 
thousands of suspected militants, 
intelligence sharing with allies 
and its barring of clergy who have 
praised militant attacks.

Saudi Interior Ministry spokes-
man Major-General Mansour Turki 
rejects the idea that Wahhabism 
itself is a problem, comparing the 
2,144 Saudis who had gone to Syria 
with the estimated 5,000 European 
Muslims who had done so. He said 
clerics and firebrands exhorting 
Muslims — including Saudis — to 
fight in Syria or Iraq were living in 
territory controlled by ISIS, not Sau-
di Arabia.

The Grand Mufti and the coun-
cil of senior scholars denounced 
the Paris attacks and have for years 
decried militants as deviants and 
heretics. But Saudi clerics openly 
defame Shias as “rejectionists” and 
often refuse to accept them as Mus-
lims.

Their teaching on jihad — that it is 
a blessed activity in defence of Islam 
against infidels and heretics that 
will reap rewards in heaven — differs 
from that of militant groups only in 

requiring the approval of the king 
and Saudi official clergy.

To outsiders and to liberal Saudi 
critics of the ruling Al Saud family, 
such intellectual gymnastics, rein-
forced in frequent clerical messages 
and a centrepiece of the kingdom’s 
militant rehabilitation programme, 
sometimes look like hair-splitting.

However, they fall squarely in the 
context of Saudi Arabia’s idiosyn-
cratic internal politics, in which the 
unelected dynasty depends on Wah-
habi clergy to support its legitimacy 
and often voices fears of a militant 
uprising against its rule.

Certainly, the biggest historical 
threats to stability in the world’s top 
oil exporter and the birthplace of Is-
lam have come from conservatives 
reacting against liberalisation.

Most recently, that challenge 
came from al-Qaeda, which staged 
a series of deadly attacks in the 
last decade. Those shootings and 
bombings, which killed hundreds, 
prompted Saudi authorities to ad-
dress militancy among the clergy 
and introduce reforms aimed at 
encouraging tolerance and getting 
more young Saudis into jobs.

The dynasty’s critics counter that 
state-financed clergy are more pli-

ant to the ruling family’s wishes 
than they appear and that the Al 
Saud holds up the threat of mili-
tancy to avoid making reforms that 
could ultimately endanger its own 
power.

Over the decades, the positions 
of official clergy have softened and 
the Wahhabi tent is broad enough to 
include firebrands as well as clerics 
who are comfortable engaging with 
the West and modern ideas.

Although Saudi Arabia finances 
preachers, mosques and madras-
sas around the world, and although 
Salafism has become common 
among Muslims globally, Saudi Ara-
bia’s own influence in the move-
ment has become diluted.

Its Umm al-Qura seminary in 
Medina remains one of the principal 
centres of Salafist learning for inter-

national students but its graduates 
have no greater clout than those of 
institutions in other countries.

“The Salafi scene has become so 
fragmented and diverse across the 
world that the Saudis don’t control it 
any more. When people go to study 
Salafism, they don’t go there, and 
what they study is a Salafism over 
which the Saudis have no control,” 
said Stephane Lacroix, author of 
books on Salafism and Saudi Islam.

Among militants, Saudi religious 
influence is even less pronounced. 
Jihadists often turn to texts written 
by long-dead Wahhabi scholars and 
they often adopt a Saudi style of ora-
tory in their religious speeches but 
they mock the kingdom’s modern 
clergy as puppets of a corrupt, pro-
Western regime. 
(Reuters)

Angus McDowall

While Riyadh has 
cracked down on 
jihadists at home, its 
approach to religion 
raises a dilemma.

Modern jihadist 
organisations, 
including Islamic 
State (ISIS) and 
al-Qaeda, follow an 
extreme 
interpretation of the 
Salafi branch of 
Islam.

Who or what is to blame for jihadist terror?

T 

he recent Paris attacks 
raise many questions.

Could these terrorist 
attacks be an after-
shock from the series 
of Arab revolutions 

that began in 2011 and aimed to 
end despotism but ultimately cre-
ated destruction?

Was France specifically targeted 
because of its role in Muslim coun-
tries from Mali to Syria and Libya?

Isn’t it true that the Paris attacks 
and similar incidents are rooted in 
an intellectual and religious herit-
age in which politics and religion 
intersect and overlap in such a way 
that it has become impossible to 
distinguish between the two?

What is the connection between 
the terrorist attacks in France, 
Turkey, Lebanon and Tunisia? And 
how do we address this dangerous 
confusion in our political tradi-
tion between worldly politics and 
religion?

We need to acknowledge that 
some of the attempts in the Arab 
world aimed at explaining terror-
ism have fallen into the trap of 
justifying it and thus failing to take 
responsibility for what is happen-
ing.

So, just what are the root causes 
of terrorism?

Terrorism is a complex phenom-
enon that cannot be blamed on any 
single factor: Despotic regimes are 
responsible for the terrorism that 
emerges in response to them, while 
it is also true that the absence of 

economic development repre-
sents an expressway to extrem-

ism. We can also agree that the 
United States and the West bear 
some responsibility for the extrem-
ist movements that have sprouted 
across the Arab world.

But this should not and must not 
stop us from examining our own 
cultural foundations and intellec-
tual heritage for the roots of this 
dangerous extremism, not to men-
tion address the approach that we 
are taking to address it.

The first step to eradicating ter-
rorism is facing up to some hard 
truths.  We are facing a new group 
of Muslims who reject any interpre-
tation of Islam that does not agree 
with their own views. These Mus-
lims reject “the other”, only in this 
case the other is not just Christians 
or Jews, but also Muslims of any 
other stripe or denomination. They 
base this view on a few religious 
texts starting with the writings of 
historic figures such as Ibn Qayyim 

al-Jawziyyah and Ibn Taymiyyah in 
the 12th and 13th centuries, reach-
ing 20th-century figures includ-
ing Jamaat-e-Islami founder Abul 
al-Mawdudi, Muslim Brotherhood 
ideologue Sayyid Qutb and, finally, 
al-Qaeda strategist Abu Bakr Naji.

When we look at the variety of 
such texts and the sheer number of 
people who are referencing them, it 
becomes clear that it is difficult to 
distinguish between such extrem-
ist ideology and moderate political 
Islam. For the most part, political 
Islam, whether in the form of jihad-
ist organisations or political parties, 
draws its religious interpretation 
from the same body of texts. Is 
there any real difference between 
Islamism and jihadism so long as 
they draw water from the same 
well?

While some so-called moderate 
Islamists are seeking to distance 
themselves from jihadist ideology, 

severing all ties with the literature 
that supports this, logically it is 
difficult to speak of a “moderate” 
political Islam that shares the same 
understanding and acceptance of 
ideas promulgated by Mawdudi 
and Qutb. These are also the same 
ideas that ultimately gave rise to 
the Islamic State and Boko Haram.

Curing ourselves from terrorism 
— a more judicious expression than 
“fighting terrorism” — requires a 
careful examination of the causes 
of this disease. This includes the 
failure of religious institutions to 
offer a conceptual paradigm that 
can reconcile worshipers with their 
own religion and does not nurture 
an adversarial relationship with 
“the other”.

As for the political and intellec-
tual elites who pursue superficial 
explanations for terrorism by say-
ing, for example, that poverty and 
marginalisation are responsible, 
they are merely finding an excuse 
for this terrible scourge and offer-
ing dangerous misinformation. It 
has been established that hundreds 
of these terrorists come from well-
to-do backgrounds and that many 
countries suffering from poverty 
and lack of development do not 
have the same troubles.

Terrorism is a complex phenom-
enon; its causes cannot be reduced 
to a single factor. But first and 
foremost, the Arab and Muslim 
world must take a look at itself and 
search for the root causes of this 
plague. This act of introspection 
is not self-flagellation, nor does 
it dispense with any of the other 
causes of terrorism, but it is a nec-
essary step towards understanding 
the phenomenon and safeguarding 
against it.

Abdeljalil Maali is a Tunisian 
writer. His commentary was 
translated and adapted from the 
Arabic. It first appeared in the 
London-based Al Arab newspaper.

Abdeljalil 
Maali

View point
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step to 
eradicating 
terrorism is 
facing up to 
some hard 
truths.

Curing ourselves from 
terrorism requires a 
careful examination of 
the causes of this disease.

A woman holds a poster reading “United with the French People against 
Fundamentalism”, in Paris, on November 17th.

Debate Facing off with ISIS
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Baghdad

R 

ight after Kurdish and 
Yazidi forces recaptured 
the strategic northern 
Iraqi city of Sinjar from 
Islamic State (ISIS) mili-

tants, a diplomatic tiff arose when 
Kurdish Iraqi leader Masoud Bar-
zani insisted  the Kurdish flag be 
hoisted in the liberated area.

The flag was raised in the shat-
tered public squares of Sinjar but 
was quickly replaced with, or in 
some places remained next to, 
an Iraqi flag. Lawmakers in Bagh-
dad insisted on the national flag 
to stress Iraqi sovereignty on all of 
Iraq, which is effectively divided 
along sectarian and ethnic lines.

Apart from the squabble, Iraqis 
are united in the view that the No-
vember 15th liberation of Sinjar was 
a major blow to ISIS, which took 
control of the area in August 2014 
and had since used it as a junction 
linking it with the Syrian border, 50 
km to the north.

It is widely known as one of the 
most active supply lines ISIS used 
to pass through Highway 47, which 
cuts across Sinjar, in northern Iraq 
at the foot of a chain of steep moun-
tains, called Mount Sinjar.

“I’m happy for Sinjar’s liberation,” 
said Kurdish political scientist Mo-
hammed Aziz. “But I’m still waiting 
to see a plan to rehabilitate the city 
after it was liberated, to see other 
cities liberated too and to bring to 

justice all those responsible for the 
blood let in the area,” Aziz insisted, 
referring to Arabs in Sinjar accused 
of collaborating with ISIS.

The offensive to retake Sinjar be-
gan at dawn November 12th, backed 
by US-led coalition air strikes. Kurd-
ish and Yazidi forces closed in on 
three fronts after coalition war-
planes bombed ISIS positions, com-
mand-and-control facilities and 
weapons storage facilities

Within hours, the forces had 
blocked Highway 47, the main route 
linking ISIS-ruled Mosul, Iraq’s 
second largest city to the east, and 
Raqqa, ISIS’s de facto capital in 
neighbouring Syria, to the west. 
They also secured three nearby vil-
lages.

The Kurds estimated that there 
were about 600 ISIS militants in 
Sinjar before the offensive. The coa-
lition said up to 70 militants had 
been killed in air strikes.

The overall offensive to liberate 
Sinjar began in December 2014 but 
the terrain, harsh weather and re-
ports that ISIS had used chemical 
weapons in other confrontations 
with Kurdish peshmerga forces 
nearby, hampered the recapture of 
the city.

Many Iraqis argued that US air 
cover was the main reason for the 
victory of peshmerga and Yazidi 
forces against ISIS, who along with 
several of their informers fled south 
to Iraq, according to Kurdish offi-
cials.

Military analyst Essam al-Khafaji 
said that the “intensity” of the US air 
strikes on ISIS strongholds in Sinjar 
underlined the strategic importance 
Washington attaches to the US-
trained Kurdish forces by lending 
them a valuable aid throughout the 
operation.

As for the victory in Sinjar, Khafaji 
said it was two-fold: “A symbolic 
one for the Yazidis, who suffered a 

lot, but more significantly a valu-
able military move that cut apart 
strategic lifelines for ISIS”.

When ISIS captured Sinjar in Au-
gust 2014, its militants killed or 
kidnapped thousands of Yazidis, in-
cluding women and children. About 
50,000 others fled but were trapped 
on Mount Sinjar without food or wa-
ter for days until they were rescued 
by Syrian Kurdish forces. ISIS con-
siders Yazidis infidels who should 
convert to Islam or be killed.

Speaking on a visit to Tunisia, US 
Secretary of State John Kerry said 
the operation to retake Sinjar had 
“serious strategic implications, not 
to mention the fact that the Yazidis, 
who have been attacked and mur-
dered, slaughtered and driven up 

on to a mountain and who have 
been living terrible lives over this 
period of time, need the right to be 
able to return to their home”.

Sinjar is mainly inhabited by 
Kurdish-speaking Yazidis with Arab 
and Assyrian minorities.

Shirzad Khalil, a Yazidi physician 
originally from Sinjar, said 60% 
of Sinjar had been liberated. The 
other part was pockets around the 
city that harbour militant elements. 
He declined to elaborate but said 
he was among hundreds of Yazidis 
awaiting permission to enter Sinjar.

“Pictures arriving to us here show 
massive destruction and horren-
dous conditions all over,” Khalil said 
in a telephone interview. He said he 
was told his house was destroyed.

The initial hoisting of the Kurdish 
flag in Sinjar, which drew a public 
outcry and led to political bickering 
across the country, was followed by 
more Kurdish steps. Barzani, the 
Kurdish leader, later called for Sin-
jar’s annexation.

Ali Al-Allaq, a deputy with the 
powerful parliamentary bloc State 
of Law Coalition, said Iraqis “are 
appreciative of the peshmerga’s ef-
forts but we can’t condone Sinjar 
becoming part of the Kurdish region 
because it is part of Iraq’s Nineveh 
province on the eastern bank of the 
Tigris river”.

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

Iraq’s Sinjar recaptured from ISIS
Nermeen Mufti

Iraqi Kurdish Region President Masoud Barzani speaks during a news conference in the town of 
Sinjar, Iraq, on November 13th.

Sinjar is mainly 
inhabited by 
Kurdish-speaking 
Yazidis with Arab 
and Assyrian 
minorities.

Kurdish female fighters from the People’s Protection Units (YPG) celebrate near the 
Syrian town of al Houl in Hasaka province, after they took control of the area, on 
November 14th.

Time for the Kurds to reject their calls to glory

W 

hat fate could 
be more 
terrifying for 
any people 
than to be 
warmly 

embraced by the policymakers 
and pundits of the United States?

Like a spoiled baby, Washing-
ton’s best and brightest eagerly 
embrace a shiny new cause, 
whether it is saving South Vietnam 
from communism, creating a unit-
ed, modern state in Afghanistan 
or bringing the blessings of human 
rights and democracy American-
style to Iraq, Libya and Syria.

Now the Kurds are being se-
duced by this familiar siren song 
along the path to chaos, confusion 
and utter destruction. Their own 
realistic long-term interests should 
be clear — to make their separate 
peace arrangements with the 
powerful states of Iran and Turkey 
while continuing to cooperate 
with the frail government of Iraq.

But this is not the song the 
Kurds and their leaders want to 
hear. They believe the United 
States, backed by Britain and Isra-
el, will build them up as a mighty 
warrior bastion for the West. Their 
fair-weather friends in the think-
tanks and media of Washington 
have been eagerly singing their 
praises.

Now the strategic “geniuses” (in 
their own imagination) of Wash-

ington imagine they can build 
the Kurds into a mighty regional 
power. And who will train and arm 
these new forces and create this 
miracle? 

Why the same military gurus 
who made the Iraqi regular army of 
the past decade, the secular Syrian 
opposition, the Afghan National 
Army and Ukraine’s hapless new 
army and police.

Instead, the Kurds must be 
raised up to become the “new Is-
rael” to drive fear into the hearts of 
the Islamic State (ISIS), Iran, Syria 
and Turkey alike.

This ludicrous conception 
reveals Washington “experts’” 
woeful ignorance of the most basic 
elements of regional history, poli-
tics and plain common sense.

Turkey lost more than 5,000 

soldiers fighting a ferocious Kurd-
ish guerrilla movement. It will not 
permit the rise of such a supra-na-
tional Kurdish state transcending 
the current borders of the region.

Iran and Syria are united in their 
opposition to the idea. The Iraqi 
government will not dare to sneeze 
without getting approval from 
Tehran and has no love for the 
Kurds anyway.

Russian President Vladimir 
Putin, too, remains loyal to 
Moscow’s traditional allies in the 
region and is understandably op-
posed to smashing up even more 
established state structures in the 
neighbourhood. America’s feverish 
bouts of nation-building enthusi-
asm (they never last for long) leave 
him cold.

All this means is that the 

“friends” who are championing 
the Kurds in Washington are not 
friends at all: They are destructive 
demons encouraging their new 
favourites to go charging madly 
over the edge of a cliff.

The Kurds remain deeply di-
vided between their traditionally 
warring clan groupings. Their own 
leaders make no secret about their 
well-founded fears of risking send-
ing their forces to operate deep 
inside Sunni territories in either 
Syria or Iraq where they would 
certainly provoke fierce hostility.

They would be no match for Tur-
key, Iran or a Syrian army backed 
by Russian air power if they dared 
to tackle any of them on their own. 
Yet any attempt at creating a new 
transnational superstate would 
provoke all those powers and re-
sult in a catastrophe for the Kurds.

The Kurds are brave and warrior-
like. But as Sun Tzu taught, the 
height of wisdom and strategy is to 
resist the siren calls to war when 
that war is inevitably lost before 
it can even begin. (The history of 
my native Ireland is drenched in 
the blood of brave and benighted 
young heroes slaughtered as teen-
agers because they could not learn 
that lesson.)

The past 14 years have seen one 
bloodbath after another across the 
Middle East triggered by reckless 
and unsustainable US policies. 
Yet American policymakers have 
learned nothing. The Kurds need 
to wake up and recognise the fatal 
consequences of trusting in their 
new friends.

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

Martin Sieff

View point
Now the 
Kurds 
are being 
seduced by 
this familiar 
siren song 
along the 
path to 
chaos, 
confusion 
and utter 
destruction.

Turkey will not
 permit the rise of
 such a supra-national 
Kurdish state.

News & Analysis Iraq



10 November 20, 2015

Jordan faces budget quandary
Raied T. Shuqum

Amman

J 

ordanian Finance Minister 
Umayya Toukan said the 
country’s public debt was 
expected to reach $31.6 bil-
lion at end of 2015 and rise 

to $33.6 billion in 2016.
Toukan said the percentage 

of public debt to gross domestic 
product (GDP) would reach 83.6% 
in 2015, lower to 83% in 2016, 81% 
in 2017 and 79% in 2018.

The astronomical figures were 
not really taken notice of publicly 
since they were overwhelmed by 
news that the minister resigned 
hours after their announcement 
without a clear reason.

That led to speculation that 
Toukan was sacked for divulging 
information that could scare off 
investors and citizens, causing 
a public commotion in a coun-
try grappling with a serious cash 
crunch.

Left out of the affluence of the 
neighbouring petroleum-rich Gulf 
Arab region, Jordan is saddled by 
an unprecedented foreign debt 
after it expanded borrowing do-
mestically and externally to cover 
expenditures.

Now, the kingdom faces daunt-
ing challenges due to the regional 
instability, high unemployment, a 

dependency on grants and remit-
tances from Gulf economies and 
continued pressure  because of a 
lack of natural resources.

Jordan continues to rely on for-
eign aid to support its finances, 
most notably from the United 
States, Gulf states, the European 
Union, Japan, the World Bank and 
the International Monetary Fund, 
Arab financing funds and the Is-
lamic Development Bank.

The vast differences in the 
amount of assistance given are 
subject to external regional de-
velopments and pose a danger to 
Jordan.

Adverse regional developments, 
in particular with the Syria and 
Iraq crises, remain the largest 
shocks affecting Jordan, as reflect-
ed in the large refugee influx, dis-
rupted trade routes, lower tourism 
inflows and much higher security 
costs.

While fiscal policy remains tight 
through 2015, the Central Bank of 
Jordan (CBJ) maintains its expan-
sionary monetary policy.

Real GDP growth is forecast at 
2.5% this year, reflecting an un-
expected deceleration in the first 
quarter.

It is imperative for Jordan to 
continue diversifying its energy 
supply needs in order to reduce 
the deficit and its macroeconomic 
vulnerabilities. Alleviating vulner-
abilities at the central and local 
level will be crucial for Jordan to 
help reduce poverty.

According to figures from the in-
istry of Finance, the level of public 
debt in Jordan reached about $26.9 
billion at the end of 2013, com-
pared to $23.4 billion a year earlier.

International financial insti-

tutions warn that the rise could 
threaten the kingdom with expo-
sure to austerity measures.

“A lot can be said against in-
dulging in extravagant borrowing 
practices since there are many 
negative risks involved,” National 
Microfinance Bank General Man-
ager Khaled Muhiesen said.

There was no shortage of warn-
ings against too much borrowing 
but the government continues to 
guzzle up domestic and foreign 
loans simply because they are 
available, he said.

“Borrowing extends the life of 
the government but the real cri-
sis, if this trend isn’t reined in, will 
happen sometime in the future 
under another government, and 
Jordanian citizens will be the big-
gest losers,” he warned.

The Ministry of Planning and 
International Cooperation esti-
mated the cost of accommodating 
refugees from 2014 to 2016 at $4.1 
billion.

Figures published by the Min-
istry of Finance indicate that the 
public debt has risen during the 
first five months of 2015 by $913 
million, Muhiesen said.

“If this trend continues, pub-
lic debt at the end of 2015 will be 
[$2.25 billion] higher, reaching a 
whopping [$31.1 billion], which is 
a huge burden to handle,” he said.

Debt is expected to grow by al-
most 8% in 2015, outpacing GDP 
growth, and the ratio of debt/GDP 
by the end of the year will rise 
from 80.8% at the end of 2014 to 
83%-85% at the end of 2015, ac-
cording to Muhiesen.

“In early November the king-
dom’s debt/GDP was a slightly 
over 90% but has since dropped 
significantly after November 12th, 
when Jordan made a $750 million 
payment towards debt due on 
bonds issued in 2010,” he said.

Some non-recurring loan with-
drawals and repayments will take 
place in the remaining months of 
2015 and hopefully clearer, more 
positive data will help Jordan’s po-
sition, Muhiesen concluded.

“Borrowing and spending re-
lieves the government of the dif-
ficult task of taking the right deci-
sions that may hurt its popularity,” 
a government official said on con-
dition of anonymity.

Interest on public debt payable 
in 2015 is expected to reach $1.4 
billion, equal to 12.5% of total pub-
lic expenditure of the central gov-
ernment’s budget or 3.7% of GDP, 
according to economist Fahed 
Fanek.

“In other words, had it not been 
for the interest that the govern-
ment has to pay to the creditors, 
it could have achieved self-suffi-
ciency and managed without for-
eign aid,” he wrote in the Jordan 
Times.

Jordan is rated BB- by Standard 
& Poor’s, three levels below invest-
ment grade.

Raied T. Shuqum, based in 
Amman, has reported on regional 
issues since 1999.

A general view of the Central Bank of Jordan in downtown 
Amman. The percentage of 

public debt to gross 
domestic product 
(GDP) would reach 
83.6% in 2015.

Amman

A 

police captain smuggled 
a machinegun and two 
pistols to his workplace 
at a US-funded police 
training facility  on the 

edge of  Amman. He prayed at an on-
campus mosque, then headed to the 
canteen where he gunned down five 
people, including two American po-
lice trainers.

A Jordanian investigation into the 
November 9th shootings concluded 
that the shooter, Anwar Abu Zaid, 
29, acted alone. According to an of-
ficial close to the probe, Abu Zaid, 
who was killed during the attack, re-
sented the presence of Americans, 
whom he saw as “enemies of Islam”.

The attack, which coincided with 
the tenth anniversary of suicide 
bombings of three Western hotels 
in Jordan, raised speculation that 
it was terror plot, possibly hatched 
by the Islamic State (ISIS) or other 
militants targeting Jordan’s stabil-
ity. The 2005 Amman hotel attacks, 
claimed by al-Qaeda in Iraq, killed 
57 people.

In either case, Abu Zaid’s crime 
may have reflected the sentiments 
that certain sectors of the Jorda-
nian population harboured for the 
United States because of America’s 
Mideast policies.

“The foreigners are occupying our 
lands, humiliating us and depriving 
us of our freedoms to steal Arab oil 
and for the sake of Israel to thrive 
and they expect us to stay quiet,” 
said an ex-Jordanian-Palestinian 
fighter who slipped back into his 
country after having fought Ameri-

cans in Iraq.
“[US President Barack] Obama 

must understand that as long as 
there’s occupation in Palestine, 
Iraq, Syria, Afghanistan and any 
other Muslim land, we’ll not sit idle 
until our Muslim brethren are free 
of foreign occupation,” added the 
man, who declined to be identified 
for concern of Jordanian police ret-
ribution. 

The 31-year-old electrician said he 
fought several battles alongside Ira-
qi insurgents against the Americans 
before he joined al-Qaeda-linked al-
Nusra Front in Syria and returned 
home in 2014.

Over the years, Jordan produced 
many jihadist militants. At least 
500 Jordanians are known to have 
joined ISIS or al-Nusra Front, fight-
ing in Syria and Iraq, according to a 
Jordanian security official, who in-
sisted on anonymity, citing the sen-
sitivity of his comment.

Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, a Jorda-
nian of tribal Bedouin background 
turned into a terror leader, head-
ed  al-Qaeda in Iraq before he was 
killed in a US drone strike in June 
2006. He had claimed responsibility 
for scores of terror attacks against 
Americans, including the 2005 Am-
man hotel bombings.

Omar Mahmoud Othman, better 
known as Abu Qutadah al-Falastini, 
was one of the closest confidants of 
Osama bin Laden, the slain leader 
of al-Qaeda. Abu Qutadah was bin 
Laden’s ambassador to Europe, 
based in Britain for several years, 
until he was extradited to Jordan in 
2013. Humam Khalil Mohammed al-
Blaewi, a Jordanian physician, died 
at the CIA’s Forward Operating Base 
Chapman in Afghanistan’s south-
eastern province of Khost, setting 
off a bomb that also killed seven 
top CIA officers and a prominent 
Jordanian intelligence agent. The 
double agent had been recruited by 
Jordanian intelligence to infiltrate 
al-Qaeda to get information on its 
commanders.

Jordan is fertile ground for mili-

tants. It has a progressive pro-US 
leadership ruling a highly conserva-
tive Muslim society, which, like oth-
ers in the region, is critical of US 
policies, mainly what they see as its 
“blind bias” towards Israel.

Possibly more than other Arabs, 
Jordanians resent Israel’s 48-year 
occupation of the West Bank. Many 
Jordanians have blood ties with 
the West Bank, their native home, 

which they and their descendants 
were forced to evacuate in a bloody 
war with Israel.

  Poverty and unemployment are 
rampant, affecting at least 30% of 
the youth, who make up about 50% 
of the population of 7.5 million, 
making some easy prey for militant 
recruiters.

Jordan is part of the US-led coali-
tion fighting ISIS in neighbouring 
Syria and Iraq. Recently, Jordan 
agreed to a security pact with Mos-
cow that allows it to take part in 
Russian sorties over ISIS.

The kingdom hosts several hun-
dred US trainers, who are part of a 
military programme to bolster its 
defences, including the stationing 

of F-16 jets that use Jordanian air-
fields to hit ISIS positions.

But Jordan’s role in the war 
against ISIS has caused disquiet 
among some Jordanians worried 
about instability at their borders 
and fearing that a stepped-up role in 
the campaign might lead to Islamist 
attacks in their country.

Jordan’s King Abdullah II believes 
fervently that ultra-hardline jihad-
ists pose an existentialist threat to 
his throne.

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.

Jordanian policeman guns down US trainers
Jamal J. Halaby

Fadi (C), brother of Anwar Abu Zaid shouts slogans against the United States during his brother’s 
funeral in Raymun village in the city of Jerash, north of Amman, Jordan, on November 12th.

Jordan is part of the 
US-led coalition 
fighting ISIS in 
neighbouring Syria 
and Iraq.

The kingdom faces 
daunting challenges 
due to the regional 
instability.
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GCC unified in its support for Paris

London

G 

overnment officials and 
religious institutions in 
Gulf Cooperation Coun-
cil (GCC) countries have 
been unified in their 

condemnation of the “heinous” 
terrorist attacks in Paris.

The day following the November 
13th assaults, Saudi Arabia’s high-
est religious authority, the Council 
of Senior Scholars, the only body 
in the kingdom authorised to issue 
fatwas, unequivocally condemned 
the attacks in Paris, stressing in a 
statement that: “Terrorists are not 
sanctioned by Islam and these acts 
are contrary to values of mercy it 
brought to the world.”

In Vienna, Saudi Foreign Minister 
Adel al-Jubeir extended his condo-
lences to the government and peo-
ple of France, underlining that the 
terrorist acts “are in violation and 
contravention of all ethics, morals 
and religions.”

“The kingdom of Saudi Arabia 
has long called for more intensified 
international efforts to combat the 

scourge of terrorism in all its forms 
and shapes,” Jubeir added.

This year the Islamic State (ISIS) 
has launched a wave of terrorist 
attacks within the GCC, mainly in 
Saudi Arabia, Bahrain and Kuwait, 
revealing three branches of the ter-
rorist organisation in the region. 
ISIS claimed responsibility for the 
attacks in Paris.

In the United Arab Emirates, 
President Sheikh Khalifa bin Zayed 
al-Nahyan “expressed the UAE’s 
condemnation of these terrorist 
acts and extended his heartfelt 
condolences to the French govern-
ment, the friendly people of France 
and the families of the victims, 
expressing his hopes for a speedy 
recovery by the injured”. He also 
stressed the UAE’s solidarity with 
France and its support to fight and 
eliminate terrorism, an official 
statement said.

Saudi Arabia and the UAE are 
members of a US-led international 

coalition conducting air strikes on 
ISIS targets in Syria and Iraq. The 
kingdom also works closely with 
Washington in its war against al-
Qaeda and other terrorist groups. 
Since September 2014, French war-
planes based at Al Dhafra Air Base 
near Abu Dhabi have been flying 
missions against ISIS in Iraq.

In Qatar, the Foreign Ministry 
condemned the “armed attacks 
and bombings” in a statement cited 
by official agency QNA, saying they 
“contradict all moral and humani-
tarian principles and values”.

There were also strong condem-
nations from Bahrain, Kuwait, and 
Oman.

Also joining the global outcry 
was the influential Jeddah-based 
Organisation of Islamic Coop-
eration (OIC). In a statement, OIC 
Secretary-General Iyad bin Amin 
Madani condemned in the strictest 
terms the terrorist attacks perpe-
trated in France, while reaffirming 
the OIC’s “unwavering solidarity 
and support to France at these crit-
ical and painful circumstances”.

Madani called upon all govern-
ments, international organisations 
and civil society institutions to 
close ranks and engage in a con-

certed joint action to combat ter-
rorism, which he described as “the 
arch-enemy of humanity at large”.

The regional condemnations 
come days after similar denuncia-
tions were made after an ISIS attack 
in Beirut.

ISIS launched a number of at-
tacks in Saudi Arabia in the last 
year with the goal of stirring sectar-
ian strife within the majority Sunni 
kingdom. This resulted in a crack-
down by Saudi authorities reminis-
cent of its pursuit of al-Qaeda more 
than ten years ago.

In July, Saudi security authorities 
said they had thwarted operations 
sponsored by ISIS and arrested 
more than 400 individuals alleg-
edly affiliated with it.

ISIS has been exceptionally 
successful in its ability to recruit 

members globally and GCC states 
have been no exception. This has 
prompted authorities in the re-
gion to crack down on individuals 
involved in establishing and main-
taining militant websites and social 
media accounts.

This also led to independent ac-
tivists in Saudi Arabia and the UAE 
joining the fight in cyberspace by 
launching an organised campaign 
designed to identify ISIS social 
media accounts and subsequently 
closing them down. The online 
campaign has shuttered hundreds 
of accounts belonging to ISIS or its 
sympathisers.

In September, a Kuwaiti court 
sentenced seven men to death  
for their roles in a Shia mosque 
bombing claimed by ISIS, the 
bloodiest attack in the Gulf state’s 
history.

A total of 29 defendants, seven of 
them women, had been on trial on 
charges of helping a Saudi suicide 
bomber carry out the June 26th at-
tack which killed 26 Shia worship-
pers and wounded 227.

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

Mohammed Alkhereiji

The Hazza bin Zayed Stadium, in the UAE city of Al-Ain, illuminated with the colours of the French national f lag, after terrorist attacks in Paris.

ISIS launched a 
number of attacks in 
Saudi Arabia in the 
last year.

Saudi Arabia and the 
UAE are members of 
a US-led 
international 
coalition conducting 
air strikes on ISIS 
targets.

UAE-India relations set for big leap 

C
enturies-old ties of 
commerce, culture 
and kinship between 
the United Arab 
Emirates and India 
are set for a qualita-

tive leap that could see trade and 
investment between the two 
countries increase 60% in the 
next five years.

The first UAE-India Economic 
Forum was held in Dubai in No-
vember with the theme of invest-
ment high on its agenda.

In his keynote address, Indian 
Finance Minister Arun Jaitley 
underscored India’s hope that re-
inforced ties would further attract 
UAE investment in India, espe-
cially in the private sector.

“While public and foreign 
investment in India has grown by 
30% and 40%, respectively, the 
rate of growth in terms of private 
investments is still sluggish,” 
Jaitley said, stressing that India 
has introduced many changes to 
encourage private endeavours. 
These include easier procedures, 
credibility of decision-making 
processes, quick approvals and 
greater stability in addition to 
India’s consistent track record of 
growth.

Mohammed Ahmed bin Ab-

dulaziz al-Shehhi, under-secretary 
at the Ministry of Economy, 
welcomed the Indian legislation 
to promote business, underlining 
“the many success stories of UAE 
investment” in the subcontinent.

“We look forward to more 
investments and increased trade 
opportunities between the two 
countries,” he said, noting that 
“the Indian community in the UAE 
is quite active and their contribu-
tions in the growth of the UAE 
economy are welcomed”.

Bilateral relations flourished 
over the last three decades but 
Indian Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi’s August visit to the UAE, the 
first by the highest-ranking official 
in the subcontinent in 34 years, 
kicked off a new phase of partner-
ship between the two countries.

“One of the most significant 
announcements during the prime 
minister’s visit was regarding the 
establishment of the India-UAE In-
frastructure Fund with the aim of 
reaching the target of $75 billion,” 
Indian Ambassador to the UAE T.P. 
Seetharam said in an interview 
with The Arab Weekly.

“The fund will be dedicated 
to support investments in India 
for the next generation of infra-
structure projects, especially in 
railways, ports, roads, airports and 
industrial corridors and parks,” he 
said.

The partnership does not solely 
hinge on trade. The two countries 
also set an extensive framework of 
agreements spanning economic, 
defence, security, culture, consu-
lar and community affairs.

“It was agreed, as well, to fa-
cilitate the participation of Indian 

companies in the infrastructure 
development of the UAE. In the 
energy sector, it has been decided 
to promote a strategic partnership 
through participation in the petro-
leum sectors in both India and the 
UAE and through collaboration in 
third countries,” Seetharam added.

India-UAE trade, valued at $180 
million a year in the 1970s, is today 
about $60 billion annually, making 
the UAE India’s third largest trad-
ing partner for 2014-15, according 
to figures provided by the Indian 
Embassy in Abu Dhabi.

The UAE is the second largest 
export destination of India with 
more than $33 billion in 2014-15. 
India was the UAE’s largest trading 
partner for 2014 with more than 
$28 billion in non-oil trade.

Mishal Kanoo, deputy chairman 
of the UAE’s Kanoo Group, fore-
cast a boost in trade of fast-mov-
ing consumer goods (FMCG) and 
commodities. “These are the two 
sectors where there is likelihood of 
increased trade and investment in 
the two countries,” he said.

According to Kanoo, the “Make 
in India” manufacturing initia-
tive promoted by Modi provided 
opportunities for UAE businesses 
and investment firms to invest in 
information and technology. “The 
one thing that India excels at is IT,” 
he said. “Investing in that sector 
would be a good start.”

On the specific sectors in which 
investments from the UAE can 
be channelled, the head of the 
Dubai-based Indian Business 
and Professional Council (IBPC) 
Kulwant Singh said: “India is one 
of the largest platforms for the 
UAE or any other investor to look 

at investments. While there is a 
huge scope in infrastructure, there 
is a huge vacuum for funding in 
areas like Smart cities, affordable 
houses, oil and gas, power, tech-
nology and aviation.”

He said feedback from the 
Indian and UAE business com-
munities following Modi’s visit 
was extremely positive. The new 
momentum and dynamism of the 
UAE-India partnership was evident 
in the frequency of ministerial-lev-
el visits that followed Modi’s visit.

The UAE Foreign Minister Sheikh 
Abdullah bin Zayed al-Nahyan 
visited India in September for the 
11th India-UAE Joint Commission 
Meeting. Initiatives for coopera-
tion were outlined covering a large 
number of economic sectors as 
well as defence and space.

Indian Commerce and Industry 
Minister Nirmala Sitharaman vis-
ited the UAE for the third meeting 
of the High-level Task-Force in 
October, during which she invited 
UAE businesses to invest in the 
subcontinent where the economy 
is growing at an annual rate of 
nearly 7.2%.

A team from the UAE Space 
Agency visited the Indian Space 
Research Organisation to discuss 
cooperation and toured the Satel-
lite Assembly, Testing and Control 
and Information Centre for the 
Indian Mars probe project.

India and the UAE have regular 
defence exercises, with New Delhi 
welcoming the UAE’s decision to 
participate in the International 
Fleet Review in early 2016 in India.

Krishna Kumar is a Dubai-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Krishna 
Kumar

View point
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Tunis

M 

aghreb leaders 
voiced solidarity 
and sympathy with 
France, which was 
hit with the worst 

attacks since World War II when 
suicide bombers and gunmen mas-
sacred more than 120 people.

Government officials in North 
Africa privately worry about a 
backlash in French elections 
against Muslims in France, most 
of them of Maghreb origin. Such 
a reaction could add to arguments 
by far-right groups that call for an 
end to the flow of immigrants and 
toughening of approaches to inte-
grate immigrants into French soci-
ety.

There are 4 million-6 million 
Maghrebis, mostly from Algeria, 
Morocco and Tunisia, and their de-
scendants in France.

“I offer you and, through you, 
to the families of the innocent vic-
tims of these criminal acts and to 
the whole French people, my most 
saddened condolences,” said Mo-
roccan King Mohammed VI in a 
message to French President Fran-
çois Hollande.

Morocco suffered a series of 
attacks in 2003 when bombers 
sneaked into downtown Casablan-
ca and set off explosions at several 
landmarks, killing 41 people and 
shattering the kingdom’s self-im-
age as a tolerant and open nation.

“I equally care, on behalf of 
the Moroccan people and myself, 
about condemning with the most 
vigour these despicable terrorist 
acts and affirm to you our full soli-

darity and support in this ordeal,” 
King Mohammed VI added.

Algerian President Abdelaziz 
Bouteflika condemned the Paris 
attacks and urged international 
solidarity in the face of extremism.

“This planned horror is a real 
crime against humanity,” Boutef-
lika said.

Algeria bears the scars of more 
than a decade of terrorism when 
hopes for multiparty democracy 
and prosperity were hampered by 
a radical Islamist insurgency in the 
early 1990s. About 200,000 people 
were killed.

Algerian officials have repeated-
ly called on the international com-
munity to unite against the global 
threat of terrorism. Many, howev-
er, deemed Algeria’s violence a po-
litical domestic crisis.

“Algeria strongly condemns 
these terrorist crimes, which at-
test, unfortunately once more, to 
the fact that terrorism is a cross-
border scourge,” Bouteflika added.

He said such violence must be 
confronted through international 
solidarity under the aegis of the 
United Nations.

The assaults came as France, a 
member of the US-led coalition 
waging air strikes against the Is-
lamic State (ISIS), was on high 
alert for terrorist attacks. ISIS has 
claimed responsibility for the No-
vember 13th assaults in Paris. In 
addition to the scores killed, hun-
dreds were injured, many seri-
ously.

It was the deadliest such attack 
in Europe since the 2004 Madrid 

train bombings, in which 191 peo-
ple died. Tunisian President Beji 
Caid Essebsi visited Hollande at the 
Elysée Palace to display solidarity 
with France.

“Tunisia condemns powerfully 
these barbaric schemes and calls 
on all peoples who love freedom 
to join efforts against this scourge,” 
Caid Essebsi said.

Two Tunisians, two Algerians 
and one Moroccan were among the 
victims of the Paris attacks.

Tunisia is struggling to contain 
surging radical Islamists, including 
al-Qaeda and ISIS sympathisers at 
home and in next-door Libya.

Attacks in March and June in 
which dozens of tourists at the Tu-
nis Bardo museum and a Sousse re-
sort beach tarnished its image and 
damaged its key tourism industry.

In an escalation of internal ter-
rorist tactics, jihadists cut the 
throat of a 16-year-old shepherd on 
November 13th in a mountainous 

village in the central province of 
Sidi Bouzid, accusing him of spy-
ing. They forced another young 
shepherd to carry the victim’s sev-
ered head to his family.

He was the second shepherd 
killed in Tunisia in three weeks, 
authorities said.

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

Tripoli

T 

he United States car-
ried out its first air strike 
against the Islamic State 
(ISIS) in Libya, targeting 
Abu Nabil al-Anbari, the 

Iraqi-born deputy to ISIS leader 
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi.

Anbari arrived in Libya some 
weeks previously and the United 
States clearly believed he was with 
ISIS forces in the Fataieh district, 
10 km south-east of Derna. The 
Pentagon said it was “reasonably 
sure” that Anbari was dead; how-
ever, local sources claim that An-
bari was not among the ten ISIS 
fighters killed in the November 
13th strike.

Some reports said he was in 
Sirte, the main centre of ISIS power 
in Libya and where it brazenly “cel-
ebrated” the mass murder of 129 
people in Paris by ISIS supporters. 
Others suggested that Anbari had 
left Libya.

Whether he had left or not, his 
presence in Libya is seen as a sig-
nificant development in ISIS strat-
egy.

Other senior members of the or-
ganisation are also known to have 
arrived recently from Iraq and Syr-
ia, via Turkey. One reason is that 
ISIS reportedly feels safe in Libya.

The absence of state powers 
across Libya has given ISIS easy 
opportunities for expansion. As 
well as Sirte, it controls the towns 
of Nufaliya and Harawa to the east 
and can act with impunity in an 
area stretching from Abu Grein, 
south-east of Misrata, to Ben Jawad 
near the oil terminal town of Sidra, 

280 km further east, and south to 
the central oases towns of Hun and 
Waddan and towards Sebha.

It is a large swathe of Libya and 
has made the divide between east 
and west all the more complete. 
Land travel between the two sides 
is highly dangerous.

Control over the route south is 
strategically important to ISIS. It 
allows it to link up with Boko Har-
am, operating in Niger and Chad. 
It was reported in October that 
there were at least 84 ISIS fighters 
in Sirte. Some reports now put that 
figure at 200.

In the town itself, ISIS has en-
forced its rigid version of Islam 
through terror — executing those 
who dare transgress its rulings and 
condemning those opposed to it 
as kafir — non-Muslims — even to 
the extent of banning those it has 
executed from burial in Muslim 
cemeteries.

It also banned smoking, ordered 
barbers not to shave beards and en-
forced rigid dress codes. The resi-
dents who have not fled — 75% are 
reported to have departed — find it 
difficult to communicate with the 
outside world. Locals are allowed 

out only for medical reasons or as 
traders to bring in goods.

Meanwhile, ISIS has become in-
creasingly bold.

It has filmed its fighters behead-
ing or shooting foreign Christians, 
mainly Egyptians, Ethiopians and 
Eritreans in what was clearly a 
propaganda move. It has also car-
ried out a series of suicide attacks, 
car bombings and lightning strikes 
mainly against Misrata.

And now ISIS seems to be look-
ing further afield. In September, 
ISIS sent a team to free its “emir” 
of western Libya, who was being 
held in a prison at Tripoli’s Mitiga 
airbase. The operation failed and 
all four plus the “emir” died in the 
attack.

In another recent hit-and-run 
operation, fighters from Sirte at-
tacked Brega, 330 km to the east, 
killing three members of the Petro-
leum Facilities Guard.

ISIS has fighters in Benghazi as 
well as in Ajdabiya, where they 
have been accused of the growing 
number of assassinations, particu-
larly of Salafist imams.

In the south, ISIS is reported to 
have cells operating in Sebha and 
Oubari. And in the west, it is said 
to have its sights set on Bani Walid, 
170 km south-east of Tripoli, and 
Sabratha, 80 km to its west. A 
leader of Sabratha, allegedly a Tu-
nisian, is said to have been already 
appointed.

Even in the capital there are ISIS 
supporters. In Martyrs’ Square re-
cently, some were seen handing 
out ISIS leaflets despite the pres-
ence of security forces. There was 
no attempt to stop them. In Emse-
lata, 100 km east of Tripoli, ISIS is 
said to have growing support and 
is a serious problem.

The one setback has been in 
Derna from which ISIS was ex-
pelled in June by local mujahi-
deen. Although ideologically not 
far removed from ISIS, they were 
well-organised and well-armed 
and deeply resentful of the large 
number of foreign ISIS fighters 
who were telling them how to be 
good Muslims.

There was a similar attempt 
by locals in Sirte in August to rid 
themselves of ISIS but, unlike 
the Derna mujahideen, they were 
quickly crushed and then savagely 
eliminated by ISIS.

Meanwhile, however, Derna’s 
mujahideen were unable to dis-
lodge ISIS from the Fataieh area. 
A mujahideen raid November 15th 
aimed at taking advantage of a US 
air strike went disastrously wrong 
and the commander was killed.

It is in this situation, with local 
opposition to it fractured and inef-
fective, that ISIS feels comfortable 
and confident.

But that could be about to 
change. French President François 
Hollande has pledged that France 
will be “merciless” in counter-
attacking ISIS following the Paris 
assaults and Sirte makes an easy 
target for French fighter planes.

Saleh Omran is a pseudonym for 
a Libya contributor who for safety 
reasons wishes not to use his real 
name.

Maghreb leaders voice solidarity with France

The growing ambitions of ISIS in Libya

Lamine Ghanmi

French President François Hollande, left, welcomes Tunisia’s President Beji Caid Essebsi at the 
Elysée Palace in Paris, France, on November 14th.

Two Tunisians, two 
Algerians and one 
Moroccan were 
among the victims of 
the Paris attacks.

Government 
officials in North 
Africa privately 
worry about a 
backlash in French 
elections against 
Muslims in France, 
most of them of 
Maghreb origin. 

Saleh Omran
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Senior members of 
ISIS are known to 
have arrived 
recently from Iraq 
and Syria, via 
Turkey.
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US pledges support to Tunisia 
at Strategic Dialogue
Tunis

U 

S Secretary of State 
John Kerry pledged 
support for Tunisia to 
strengthen its economy 
and upgrade its secu-

rity and military capabilities, but 
said the “world’s eyes” are on the 
North African country as it still 
strives to meet challenges.

Compared to the turmoil and 
violence that has swept many 
Middle Eastern and North African 
countries since the “Arab spring” 
uprisings starting in 2011, Tunisia 
has emerged as a relative success 
story with free and fair presiden-
tial and parliamentary elections 
held in 2014.

Tunisia is “a counterpoint to 
those who assert that Islam is 
somehow incompatible with de-
mocracy”, Kerry said during  the 
second session of US-Tunisia Stra-
tegic Dialogue on November 13th.

Kerry and Tunisian Foreign Min-
ister Taieb Baccouche declared in 
a statement “their shared com-
mitment to promoting a secure, 
integrated and prosperous region 
through the warm partnership 
shared between the peoples of the 
United States and Tunisia”.

After meeting Tunisian Presi-
dent Beji Caid Essebsi in Washing-
ton in May, US President Barack 
Obama granted Tunisia major non-
NATO ally status in recognition of 
the country’s democratic progress.

Since 2011, Washington has pro-
vided Tunisia with about $700 
million of economic, development 
and security assistance.

Kerry stressed US support for Tu-
nisia in “addressing the challenges 
facing it in Libya”. Baccouche also 

reiterated Tunisia’s concerns about 
its next-door neighbour.

“Libya is a big cause for wor-
ries as terrorism spreads there and 
where terrorists are arming Tuni-
sian youth to send them fighting in 
zones of conflicts and who some-
times return to threaten Tunisia’s 
security,” Baccouche said.

Analysts in Tunis said Kerry’s co-
chairing the Strategic Dialogue was 
meant as a strong signal of Wash-
ington’s eagerness to see Tunisia 
succeed in its political experiment 
amid continuing upheaval in the 
Middle East.

Kerry obliquely prodded the 
leaders of the small North African 
country to bolster political stabil-
ity and speed up reforms, telling 
his audience “the world’s eyes are 
on Tunisia”.

He also hinted that Tunisia had 
still a way to go to win the sus-
tained trust of the international 
business community. “Investment 
to flow in Tunisia needs investors 
having confidence in democracy, 
confidence in the laws, confidence 
in bankruptcy laws,” Kerry said.

He pointed out the United States 
planned to move forward with 
links between Tunisian univer-
sities and Columbia University, 
the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology and Texas A&M Uni-
versity in high-tech and agricul-
tural research in addition to 12 
programmes to enhance research 
and education exchanges between 
Tunisian and US faculties and in-
stitutions.

The United States has allocated 
more than $25 million to 2018 to 
support opportunities for young 
Tunisians to study in the United 
States.

On the eve of the dialogue, of-
ficials from both governments at-
tended a ribbon-cutting ceremony 
for a police academy modernisa-
tion project, a long-term, multi-
million-dollar plan to renovate the 
training curriculum and physical 
facilities for the Tunisian National 
Police and National Guard.

Kerry also said the United States 
was working to secure resources 
to improve the ability of Tuni-
sia to deter, detect and interdict 
weapons of mass destruction and 
related materials that might come 
across Tunisia’s border with Libya.

He said the United States agreed 
on a declaration of intent regard-
ing a $500 million loan guarantee 
for Tunisia.

The United States is seeking to 
promote development of the pri-
vate sector in Tunisia with the Tu-
nisian American Enterprise Fund 
(TAEF), seeded with $60 million in 
US assistance.

Kerry said the US-funded Busi-
ness Reform and Competitiveness 
Project created 6,564 sustainable 
private sector jobs in 100 Tunisian 
businesses.

He said the two governments 
have set a body on economic coop-
eration to help Tunisia boost eco-
nomic development and ultimate-
ly “uproot radicalism” by offering 
job opportunities and expanded 
prosperity to the population, espe-
cially its frustrated and impatient 
youth.

Kerry announced the launch of 
US-Tunisia Joint Economic Com-
mission, which will supplement 
the US-Tunisian Strategic Dia-
logue, the Joint Military Commis-

sion and the Trade and Investment 
Framework Agreement as centre-
pieces of US policy to help Tunisia.

“With over $1.4 billion in trade in 
2014, the United States already en-
joys an important economic rela-
tionship with Tunisia and the Joint 
Economic Commission will facili-
tate further growth,” a Tunisia-US 

statement pointed out.
The next session of the Joint 

Economic Commission is set  for 
Washington in the spring of 2016. 
The next meeting of the bilateral 
Trade and Investment Frame-
work Agreement (TIFA) Council is 
scheduled for March 2016 also in 
Washington.

Tunisia needs more than rhetoric

U
S Secretary of State 
John Kerry’s recent 
visit to Tunis was 
the latest in a string 
of high-profile 
expressions of US 

support for Tunisia’s democratic 
experience, the most pronounced 
of which was Tunisian President 
Beji Caid Essebsi’s visit to the 
White House in May.

As expected, Kerry was effusive 
in his praise of Tunisia. “Tunisia is 
where the ‘Arab spring’ was born 
and it is where it distinctly con-
tinues to bloom in ways that are 
defining the possibilities for other 
countries in the region,” Kerry said 
after meeting with Tunisian For-
eign Minister Taieb Baccouche.

“Your nation,” Kerry continued, 
“remains a shining example to 
those who claim that democracy 
is not possible in this part of the 
world.”

Beautiful words, indeed. And 
unlike many formal public remarks 
by diplomats, what Kerry said is 
actually true: The United States 
invaded Iraq in 2003 with the 
promise of spreading democracy 
first to that nation and eventually 
to the entire Arab world. Twelve 
years later, only in Tunisia has a 
real democratic experiment been 
undertaken.

But it was not the result of US 
invasion. It was, in fact, purely 

home-grown. As the launching 
point of the “Arab spring”, Tuni-

sians were not motivated by events 
in neighbouring countries. Tunisia 
was the alpha country.

Imagine, if you will, what the 
Middle East would look like if every 
country that experienced an upris-
ing in 2011 had followed the Tuni-
sian route, as difficult as that route 
was. I know the counter-argument: 
Tunisia enjoyed important national 
characteristics that facilitated its 
democratic progress — a fairly ho-
mogenous society, a strong history 
of tolerance and secularism, liber-
ated women and a well-educated 
populace. But Tunisia struggled 
and is still struggling, with some of 
the same phenomena that shat-
tered other countries in the region.

Did Tunisia have certain inherent 
advantages? Yes. But did Tunisians 
also work hard to pursue the type 
of national dialogue and consensus 
that would allow them to benefit 
from their advantages? Abso-
lutely. And does Tunisia still face 
challenges that could ultimately 
undermine its progress and drag it 
into the kind of chaos many of its 
neighbours are suffering? Without 
doubt.

So while the nice rhetoric from 
the West is well-deserved, words 
and Nobel prizes alone will not 
secure Tunisia from extremist vio-
lence, nor energise its economy so 
that young Tunisians can envision 
a better world, nor help Tunisians 
address economic disparity and 
other social problems.

Despite its small size, Tunisia 
looms large over the Middle East 
and North Africa. If Tunisians suc-
ceed in and sustain their democrat-
ic experiment and combine it with 
real economic growth, this small 
North African state will become a 
template for a region in turmoil. 
The stakes are huge and the West 
has been slow to understand this.

To be fair, Kerry announced 
another loan guarantee for Tunisia 
and invigorated security assistance, 
as well as the creation of a new US-
Tunisian Joint Economic Commis-
sion. During Caid Essebsi’s visit to 
Washington, US President Barack 
Obama granted Tunisia the status 
of non-NATO ally and pledged 
to double Tunisia’s economic as-
sistance to $134 million. Congress, 
however, has not approved that 
increase. Just as a comparison, the 
United States is estimated to be 
spending about $9 million per day 
— $2.7 billion over one year — in the 
war against ISIS.

This raises an important ques-

tion: When will the United States 
and its European allies recognise 
that investing in countries such as 
Tunisia and help them build strong 
economies and societies is a far 
cheaper means of fighting extrem-
ism than the cost of fighting end-
less wars against terrorism?

This is not a call to simply throw 
massive sums of money across the 
Mediterranean. Wise economic 
support does not cost anywhere 
near the cost of war. Often, much 
can be achieved by enacting new 
policies and programmes: For 
example, wouldn’t this be an ideal 
time to begin negotiations over a 
US-Tunisia free trade agreement?

And what about funding pro-
grammes hat strengthen ties 
between the two societies, such as 
exchanges of professionals?

A great deal can be done to foster 
an entrepreneurial climate in Tuni-
sia and offer a helping hand to Tu-
nisian youth through scholarships. 
A full-year scholarship at a public 
American university would cost 
around $50,000, which means a $10 
million US government programme 
(slightly more than Americans 
spend every 24 hours fighting ISIS) 
could bring 200 Tunisians to the 
United States each year to pursue 
degrees in engineering, technology 
and business. These kinds of pro-
grammes should be matched, at a 
minimum, by the European Union.

Kerry’s words were heartwarm-
ing but Tunisians need more than 
warm hearts: They need security, 
economic and social stability, and 
genuine faith that they are facing a 
brighter and better future.

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

Mark 
Habeeb

View point
 Wise 
economic 
support 
does 
not cost 
anywhere 
near the 
cost of war.

Despite its small size, 
Tunisia looms large over 
the Middle East and North 
Africa.

Lamine Ghanmi

Tunisian Foreign Affairs Minister Taieb Baccouche (R) greets US 
Secretary of State John Kerry, on November 13th, in Tunis.

A shop owner waits for tourists outside his shop 
at the village of Sidi Bou Said, some 20 km out-
side of Tunis, in October.

Kerry stressed US 
support for Tunisia 
in “addressing the 
challenges facing it 
in Libya”.
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A 

bdullah is fed up with 
paying twice for electri-
cal power.

“I pay two bills for 
electricity — one for the 

government and the other for the 
generator in our neighbourhood,” 
said the 51-year-old, who is married 
with two teenage children. “For 
water, it’s three bills — the govern-
ment, the owner of a tanker who 
sells us water for everyday use  a 
private company that sells us drink-
ing water.”

Abdullah, who lives in an eastern 
suburb of Beirut where outages in 
government-supplied electricity 
can reach 18 hours a day, pays the 
equivalent of $80 to the govern-
ment every two months and $60-
$100 to the generator’s owner every 
month, although the government 
sets the latter rate at $54-$81.

“We’re subscribed to 5 amperes 
only in the generator, compared to 
10 amperes in the regular service,” 
he said. “With 5 amperes you can 
barely turn on a fridge, a television 

set and two or three lamps at a time. 
Air conditioning is out of the ques-
tion.”

Mansour, a 49-year-old Lebanese 
living in Beirut, is a little better off. 
Outages reach up to six hours daily 
in the financial and political hub. 
The widower who is the father of 
two young girls is subscribed to 15 
amperes to both the government 
power service and a generator joint-
ly owned by the occupants of the 
building where he lives.

“I pay around $150 to the govern-
ment every two months and $30 
for the generator,” he said. “The 
generator costs us only fuel, oil and 
maintenance. There’s no generator 
owner who wants to make money.”

Outages have plagued Lebanon 
since its 1975-90 civil war and the 
power crisis is a legacy of that con-
flict, which destroyed much of the 
country’s infrastructure. An ambi-
tious reconstruction process was 
launched in 1992, led by Prime Min-
ister Rafik Hariri, whose assassina-
tion in 2005 sent Lebanon to the 
brink of another civil war.

Lebanese households spent on 
average $1,300 on electricity in 
2013, two-thirds on generators, in 
a country where the gross national 
income per capita is $9,800, ac-
cording to World Bank estimates. 
Generation capacity falls more than 
one-third short of demand and 
about 45% of what is produced is 
lost in the network because of il-
legal connections, tampering with 
meters or technical reasons, says 
the organisation, which in a recent 
report blamed Lebanon’s sectarian 
political system for many of the 
country’s ills, including electricity 

supply problems.
The government spends $2 bil-

lion every year to purchase fuel for 
the Électricité du Liban (EDL), the 
government-owned power com-
pany that has monopoly on the sec-
tor and sells power at subsidised 
prices, said a parliamentary source. 
“This is almost more than 15% of 
public spending,” he said, admit-
ting that political bickering and 
corruption have stopped solutions 
from coming into being, including 
a decrease or a full removal of sub-
sidies.

“A major overhaul of the system 
to get 24-hour power would take 
$5 billion to $6 billion based on the 
government’s estimates. The plans 
are there and financing can be han-

dled through borrowing or partner-
ships with the private sector,” the 
lawmaker said. “You simply need 
a decision to start the overhaul,” he 
added, arguing that a 15-year gov-
ernment plan, announced in 2010 
to eventually provide 24-hour elec-
tricity across the country, could still 
be applied with some amendments 
if any.

The country is shackled by gov-
ernment paralysis and widely per-
ceived corruption that put a brake 
on development. Public dissatis-
faction has been fed by anger over 
rubbish being left to fester in the 
streets, widely seen as another sign 
of the political paralysis. Tensions 
have been exacerbated by the con-
flict in Syria, which has driven into 

Lebanon more than 1 million refu-
gees who put more strain on infra-
structure.

EDL’s problems arose from a lack 
of major investment in produc-
tion, transmission and distribution 
from 1997 through 2013, complex 
laws and regulations dating from 
1972 and staff cuts, a source in the 
Ministry of Energy and Water said. 
“Full or partial privatisation can be 
a solution but how to get to a deci-
sion on this seems even harder than 
solving the power problem itself.”

In the eastern city of Zahle, the 
local electricity company, a rare 
utility concession that buys power 
from the national grid, built its own 
power plant and sells electricity for 
unsubsidised prices. Many Électric-
ité du Zahle (EDZ) installations have 
been subject to sabotage blamed by 
EDZ on owners of generators in the 
area now out of business.

MP and former prime minister 
Najib Mikati and MP Mohammad 
Safadi announced in September 
plans to end power cuts in Tripoli, 
Lebanon’s second city and their 
hometown, through the establish-
ment of a private electricity com-
pany. In October, Byblos InvesBank 
announced that it had acquired a 
stake in an existing electricity com-
pany to provide around-the-clock 
electricity to Jbeil region.

“Électricité du Jbeil (EDJ) is a 
concession, similar to EDZ. The 
concession for Tripoli, the Électric-
ité du Qadisha (EDQ) was similar, 
too, but was liquidated in 1986,” the 
parliamentary source explained. 
“In the current unfavourable politi-
cal atmosphere, it would be hard to 
revive EDQ,” he said.

Lebanese dissatisfied with government services
Abdel-Rahman Ayas

Power cables are chaotically mounted at a residential area of Sibline 
village, in the Chouf area, Mount Lebanon, on October 26th.

The country is 
shackled by 
government 
paralysis and widely 
perceived 
corruption that put a 
brake on 
development.
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L 

ebanon’s parliament met 
for the first time in a year 
and passed financial laws 
to avoid international boy-
cott of domestic banks al-

though that means curtailing the 
country’s decades-old banking se-
crecy.

The laws fighting money laun-
dering, terrorism funding and tax 
evasion were passed alongside 
World Bank loans about to expire 
and a law allowing people of Leba-
nese descent to regain the citizen-
ship of the country of their ances-
tors.

The legislature’s meeting, No-
vember 12th and 13th, was made 
possible by a compromise among 
key political players. Parliament 
was not supposed to legislate in the 
absence of a president of the repub-
lic, as the constitution obliges it to 
focus solely on filling the country’s 
top post.

Held in response to pressure 
from international bodies and Leb-
anon’s Central Bank, the legislative 
session permitted the government 
to borrow more foreign currency 
and release about $3 billion of ad-
ditional funds to cover spending in 
2016 and pay public employees.

“Lebanon proved, by approv-
ing these laws, its commitment to 
the standards set by international 
agreements, especially in regard 
to the measures related to combat-
ing money laundering and funding 
and fighting terrorism,” Lebanese 
Finance Minister Ali Hassan Khalil 
said.

Christian lawmakers threatened 
to boycott the session if it did not 
include the citizenship restora-

tion law and a new parliamentary 
election law. The political compro-
mise allowed for the inclusion in 
the legislative session of the first 
law, which was passed. The ses-
sion created a committee to study 
17 draft general election laws filed 
with parliament in recent years and 
come up with a compromise text 
within two months.

Since Michel Suleiman’s term as 
president expired in May 2014, par-
liament has failed to have quorum 
to elect a successor due to lack of 
political agreement on the matter. 
With the current general election 
law spurned by key Christian par-
ties as unjust for Christian voters 
and the lack of agreement on a new 
law, the government was unable 
to have parliamentary elections in 
2009 and the legislature extended 
its tenure twice.

“Parliament had to meet and 
pass the World Bank loans or lose 
half a portfolio worth $1.1 billion 
if parliament failed to ratify loan 
agreements before December 31st,” 
a parliamentary source said.

“Also, year-end was a deadline by 
international financial authorities 
to pass the laws on issues includ-
ing trans-border cash movements, 
cooperation to fight tax evasion 
and measures intended to cut off 
resources used for terrorism.”

Hezbollah, listed by the United 
States and other Western powers 
as a terrorist organisation, is not 
targeted by the law on fighting ter-
rorism funding. “The law included 
a text, endorsed by the League of 
Arab States, discriminating be-
tween terrorist groups and anti-oc-
cupation resistance movements,” 
another parliamentary source said.

In 2011, the Central Bank ordered 
the Lebanese Canadian Bank (LCB) 
to sell itself to the Lebanese unit 
of the French bank Société Géné-
rale after US authorities reported 
suspicions that some LCB manag-
ers had assisted certain customers 
in a scheme to launder narcotics 
payments on Hezbollah’s behalf. In 
2011, LCB agreed to pay $102 mil-
lion in a legal settlement with the 
United States. The source would 

not comment whether the new law 
was enough to avoid a repetition of 
the scenario.

“Lawmakers who are members 
of Hezbollah or allied groups are 
present in every cabinet and eve-
ry parliamentary committee and, 
you know, for draft laws to reach 
a parliamentary plenary session, 
it has to be studied and, if neces-
sary, amended by the committee 
or committees in question,” the 
source said.

Banking laws passed during the 
two-day session shrink Lebanon’s 
banking secrecy, which allowed the 
country’s bank to long be a safe ha-
ven for depositors from countries 
suffering from socialist-style na-
tionalisations in the late 1950s and 
through the 1960s, such as Egypt, 
Syria and Iraq.

Now banks have to cooperate 
with foreign authorities about 
whether their depositors hold na-
tionalities of foreign countries and 
do not pay taxes in these countries 

for their deposits here,” a banking 
source said.

“This is less banking secrecy, 
much less, but world banking regu-
lations are changing, and we have 
to abide by the changes or face boy-
cott or maybe sanctions,” she said, 
recalling similar concessions made 
in recent years by Switzerland, 
which is even more famous than 
Lebanon for banking secrecy.

Lebanon, without a budget since 
2005 due to the country’s politi-
cal deadlock, is among the most 
heavily indebted countries in the 
world, with an overall debt ratio 
to gross domestic product (GDP) of 
about 140%, according to domestic 
and international estimates. Some 

legislation was needed to sustain 
government spending without a 
budget, both sources said.

“We have a problem here,” a 
third parliamentary source said. 
“Spending is made according to es-
timates in the 2005 budget. If the 
government needs to spend more 
for some reason, it can do so ac-
cording to a cabinet decision, not a 
law passed by parliament. You can-
not pass a law to add expenditures 
to a defunct budget.”

Khalil had insisted he would 
approve any additional spend-
ing without a law as long as a new 
budget is hard to attain.

“Since the cabinet is not meet-
ing due to disagreement among its 
ministers on how it should oper-
ate in the absence of a president, 
the additional spending problem 
was delegated to parliament,” the 
source said. “This is Lebanon.”

Abdel-Rahman Ayas is a 
Beirut-based business writer.

Lebanon parliament finally meets

Lebanon’s Prime Minister Tammam Salam (4th L to R) speaks during a legislative session at 
Parliament in Beirut, Lebanon, on November 12th.

Abdel-Rahman Ayas

Parliament had to 
meet and pass the 
World Bank loans or 
lose half a portfolio 
worth $1.1 billion.

Banking laws passed 
during the two-day 
session shrink 
Lebanon’s banking 
secrecy.
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Cairo

V 

oter turnout in the sec-
ond phase of Egypt’s 
parliamentary elections, 
observers say, could 
be higher than the first 

phase as first-phase losers seek to 
make up for losses and winners 
look to maximise gains.

The second phase of the elec-
tions is scheduled for November 
22nd and 23rd in 13 provinces.

“Political parties are strongly in-
viting voters to heavily participate 
in the second phase of the polls,” 
said Akram Badr Eddin, a political 
science professor at Cairo Univer-
sity. “Also, the fact that candidates 
have had enough time for cam-
paigning before the second phase 
of the polls will contribute to rais-
ing the turnout.”

Only 26.5% of eligible voters par-
ticipated in the first phase of the 
elections, a turnout interpreted by 
some observers as an indication 
of declining support for Egyptian 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, who 
implored people to vote.

About 27 million people are eligi-
ble to vote in the second phase of 
the elections, which will be in pop-
ulous provinces, including Cairo, 
and some of the provinces of the 
Nile Delta.

Political parties and independent 
candidates are stressing the need 

for voter participation.
First-phase winners, includ-

ing liberal parties, three of which, 
namely Egyptian Liberals, Coun-
try’s Future and Wafd, won 36% 
of the 226 seats at stake.The Sisi-
backed For the Love of Egypt coali-
tion won the 60 seats specified for 
political parties.

The Salafist al-Nour Party, the 
only Islamist party participating in 
the elections, won ten seats, while 
leftist candidates who ran as inde-
pendents won four seats in the first 
phase.

Egypt’s parliamentary elections 
matter because — apart from be-
ing the final phase in the coun-
try’s transitional road map — they 
decide the make-up and nature 
of Egypt’s internal politics for five 
years.

There were fears before the elec-
tions that al-Nour, a traditional ally 
of the Islamist Muslim Brother-
hood, would win a large number of 
seats in parliament and pose real 
opposition to Sisi. The party, how-
ever, suffered a staggering defeat.

Senior party member Salah Ab-
del Maaboud blames the party’s 
losses on the electoral system and 
what he described as an “inimical” 
campaign in Egypt’s private media.

According to the election law, a 
party list that does not win an abso-
lute majority of votes in a specific 
constituency loses elections alto-
gether in the constituency.

“We received almost 30% of all 
votes in the first phase,” Abdel 
Maaboud said. “While this per-
centage shows that we have a solid 
base of support, it could also have 
secured a larger number of seats for 
our party but for the election sys-
tem.”

Al-Nour will contest the 60 seats 

specified for political parties in the 
second phase. It will also compete 
for 120 of the 222 seats for inde-
pendent candidates.

However, political observers ex-
pect the party to continue to lose 
seats to liberal parties and coali-
tions.

“The mood of the voters is just 
changing,” said Youssri al-Ezbawi, 
who heads an elections research 
group at local think-tank Al-Ahram 
Centre for Political and Strategic 
Studies. “Voters have already dis-
covered that alluring Islamist slo-

gans can do nothing to solve their 
economic problems.”

A further loss by Islamists, ob-
servers like Ezbawi say, can augur 
the end of political Islam in Egypt.

The same future, meanwhile, 
seems to be awaiting Egypt’s left-
ists, whose elections prospects are 
also dim, the observers add.

The potential for none of the 
country’s political parties to secure 
an absolute majority in parliament 
will mean that none will be able to 
form any government in the next 
five years or pose a real challenge to 

Sisi, whose term as president runs 
to June 2018.

This is why political analysts 
such as Badr Eddin expect some 
groups with the largest number of 
seats in parliament to form a uni-
fied bloc to affect legislative voting.

“These forces will not be able to 
do anything other than this [back-
ing or opposing legislation inside 
parliament],” Badr Eddin said. “We 
need to know that our political is 
still at its formative stage, which 
means that the situation will be 
better in future elections.”

News & Analysis  Egypt

Amr Emam

Egypt readies for second round of elections

The second phase of 
the elections is 
scheduled for 
November 22nd and 
23rd in 13 provinces.

Election campaign banners in downtown Cairo, on November 19th, ahead of the second round of 
parliamentary elections.

Egypt faces many pressing problems

T 

he massive evacuation 
of Russian, British and 
other European 
tourists from Sharm 
el-Sheikh in the wake 
of the downing of the 

Russian airliner is likely to 
damage Egypt’s tourism industry 
for some time. However, this is 
not Egypt’s only pressing prob-
lem.

Low voter turnout for the parlia-
mentary elections, continued high 
levels of youth unemployment 
and intermittent arrests of journal-
ists underscore a sense of malaise 
about where Egypt is headed.

Although the cause of the down-
ing of the Russian jet has not been 
proved, intelligence agencies of 
major world powers (including 
Russia) are convinced the crash 
was the result of an on-board 
bomb.

Despite this consensus of expert 
opinion, Egyptian officials and 
government-owned media have 
been in a state of denial. Some pro-
government Egyptian journalists 
said the suggestion of a bomb was 
a Western conspiracy designed to 
weaken Egypt.

Obviously, Egyptian officials 
did not want to face the likely fact 
that the downing of the aeroplane 
was the result of a bomb because it 
would point to a serious breach of 
security at Sharm el-Sheikh Inter-
national Airport.

Perhaps worse, it highlights the 
continuing terrorist threat from the 
Islamic State-affiliate Sinai Prov-
ince. Despite Cairo’s claims that it 

is winning the war against Sinai 

Province, the group has proved to 
be resilient. If, indeed, Sinai Prov-
ince infiltrated Sharm el-Sheikh 
airport, it shows that the terrorist 
group can carry out brazen plots 
that differ from its usual hit-and-
run tactics.

The tourism sector, which took 
a big hit in the aftermath of the 
Egyptian revolution of 2011, had 
been recovering prior to the Rus-
sian aircraft crash. The southern 
Sinai (where Sharm el-Sheikh is) 
was a particular bright spot be-
cause most tourists were able to fly 
directly to the area from European 
airports, bypassing what were seen 
as riskier areas of Egypt.

A European travel analyst told 
CNN that tourists had “dissociated 
this part of Egypt from the unrest 
elsewhere”.

In 2014, 2.8 million Russians, 1 
million Britons and 600,000 Ger-
mans visited Egypt. These numbers 
are expected to fall dramatically 
after the October 31st air disaster.

Unfortunately for Egypt, the 
drop in tourism will adversely 
affect government revenues and 
jobs. According to figures from the 
World Travel and Tourism Council, 
tourism accounts for 13% of Egypt’s 
gross domestic product and about 
12% of jobs in the country are 
directly or indirectly supported by 
tourism.

The tourism sector was one area 
in which university graduates, 
often because of their facility with 
foreign languages, had opportunity 
for employment. Now the govern-
ment and Egypt’s friends abroad 
will have to double down on other 
avenues, such as entrepreneurial 
training, that can bolster employ-
ment.

The hit against tourism comes 
at a time when there is growing 
pessimism about where Egyptian 
politics is headed. The low voter 
turnout in the parliamentary elec-
tions indicates a lack of enthusiasm 
for Egypt’s political direction along 

with the sentiment among many 
Egyptians that pro-President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi politicians would 
dominate parliament. Informed 
sources say the turnout was no 
more than 26% of the electorate.

Although Sisi won plaudits from 
most Egyptians for removing Mu-
hammad Morsi from power in 2013 
and cracking down on the Muslim 
Brotherhood, and for his grand 
project of building an extension to 
the Suez Canal, these policies have 
not translated into more jobs.

Among the intelligentsia, there is 
growing unease about the arrests, 
albeit intermittent, of independent 
journalists and dissidents. Hossam 
Bahgat, a journalist for Mada Masr, 
was arrested for “publishing false 
news that harms the national inter-
est”. He had reported on a case of 
26 military officers accused of plot-
ting a coup. Bahgat was released 
only after an international outcry.

And to add to Egypt’s malaise, 
Saudi Arabia’s generous financial 
support to Cairo since Morsi’s 
ouster is unlikely to continue on 
the same scale because of Saudi 
Arabia’s own financial worries 
stemming from low oil prices and 
its costly military intervention in 
Yemen.

These mounting problems do not 
mean the Egyptian government 
is in danger of collapse but they 
do suggest that it needs a course 
correction to overcome present 
difficulties. Egypt’s friends in the 
international community should 
continue to offer counterterrorism 
support and do what they can to 
encourage economic reform and 
ways to reduce youth unemploy-
ment. But Cairo should also un-
derstand that legitimate criticism 
should be tolerated and not be seen 
as a threat.

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

Gregory 
Aftandilian

View point
Mounting 
problems 
mean the 
Egyptian 
government 
needs a 
course 
correction 
to overcome 
present 
difficulties.

The drop in tourism 
will adversely affect 
government revenues and 
jobs.

Empty coffee shop in the Old Town market, Sharm el-Sheikh, Egypt, after the 
Metrojet crash.
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Saud Abu Ramadan

Gaza City

A 

tef el-Zaza’s home in 
Shujaeya neighbour-
hood in eastern Gaza 
City was flattened in an 
Israeli aerial attack that 

destroyed thousands of homes in a 
50-day war in the summer of 2014.

At the end of the offensive, Arab 
and international donors pledged 
$5.4 billion to rebuild Gaza’s homes, 
offices, schools and mosques and 
fix infrastructure that had been de-
stroyed.

Nearly 2,200 Palestinians were 
killed and more than 11,000 were 
wounded in the war, in which Gaza 
militant rulers fired missiles on Is-
raeli cities, killing 73 Israelis and 
wounding 1,600 others.

Zaza, 52, and his 14-member fam-
ily looked delighted when they 
moved back on November 12th to 
their brick-and-cement home. Their 
previous three-storey house was 
turned into rubble during an Israeli 
missile attack on the neighbour-
hood.

The Zaza family is the first to 
move back into its rebuilt house in 
densely populated Shujaeya, which 
is close to the Israeli border and had 
received the lion’s share of Israeli 
tank shelling and air strikes. More 
than 1,200 housing units have been 
built in Gaza since the war ended, 
although the target was 3,000 
homes.

“We ran away from our house and 
from the entire neighbourhood be-
cause we were being showered with 
missiles and tank fire,” Zaza said 
while in his home, where interior 
walls glistened with shiny colours.

“This spot used to be a pile of de-
bris and rubble after Israel struck 
it,” added Zaza, a jobless merchant 
who rented an apartment when his 
home was destroyed.

Thousands of homes were de-
stroyed during the war, leaving 
20,000 families homeless, accord-
ing to Gaza government statistics. 
The UN Relief and Works Agency for 
Palestine Refugees in the Near East 
(UNRWA) assisted some of the fami-
lies, paying their rent to keep them 
off the streets.

“UNRWA paid our rent in the past 
13 months,” Zaza said. Additionally, 
UNRWA also gave cash to him and 
others rebuilding their homes, say-
ing the money came from Germany.

“UNRWA helped displaced fami-
lies from A to Z,” Zaza said.

Zaza’s house was supposed to 
be rebuilt within 70 days, with 
the same architecture and shape 
it was before being destroyed. But 
he noted that reconstruction was 
obstructed by the lack of building 
material.

Gazing at houses still in rubble 
in his neighbourhood, Zaza said he 
was “so happy that my home was 
rebuilt”.

“But this happiness won’t be 
complete until all displaced fami-
lies return to their rebuilt homes,” 
he said.

Naji Serhan, a deputy minister 
of housing and public works, said 

the Gaza government led by the 
militant Palestinian Hamas group 
“fully understands the situation of 
the owners of the destroyed homes, 
their problems and their daily suf-
fering”.

“We’re happy to see some of the 
families returning to their rebuilt 
homes,” Serhan said.

He said reconstruction in Gaza 
will pick up if money and construc-
tion materials were available.

Construction material has been 
scarce under tight Israeli scrutiny of 
commodities bound for Gaza. The 
monitoring is in line with an Israeli 
siege imposed on Gaza after Hamas 
took over the area from the Pales-

tinian Authority.
Serhan said delays persisted de-

spite an agreement on shipping con-
struction material to Gaza reached 
between the United Nations and 
Israel in coordination with Palestin-
ians.

Outlining reconstruction plans, 
Serhan said 9,000 housing units 
were expected to be built in Gaza 
within three years but pointed out 
that delays under the siege were 
hampering the effort. “We have to 
build 3,000 houses each year but 
right after the war we were only 
able to build 1,200 new housing 
units,” he said.

Another reason is the shortfall of 

pledged donations by foreign gov-
ernments, which seem to be hesi-
tant to send money to areas ruled by 
Hamas, which Israel considers a ter-
rorist group. The World Bank said 
in a recent report that construction 
was slow because “some donors 
didn’t fulfil their pledges”.

Maher Tabaa of the Gaza Chamber 
of Commerce said rebuilding homes 
“does not signal that a real process 
of reconstruction has started.

“We still have a long way to go.”

Saud Abu Ramadan, based in Gaza, 
is an Arab Weekly correspondent 
who has been covering the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict for 28 years.

Gaza Strip’s reconstruction picks up 

Workers rebuild a Palestinian house that was destroyed in 2014’s 50-day war in Gaza Strip.

housing units were 
expected to be built in 
Gaza within three years.

9,000 

London

T 

he European Union pub-
lished new guidelines 
on November 11th for 
labelling products made 
in Israeli settlements in 

the occupied Palestinian territo-
ries, opening the debate once more 
over Israel’s illegal settlement pro-
gramme.

Drawn up over three years by the 
European Commission, the guide-
lines mean Israeli producers must 
explicitly label farm goods and 

other products that come from set-
tlements built on land occupied by 
Israel if they are sold in the Euro-
pean Union.

Palestinians view the illegal Jew-
ish settlements in the West Bank 
and East Jerusalem as a major 
stumbling block to reaching a two-
state solution, particularly as East 
Jerusalem would serve as the capi-
tal of a future Palestinian state.

Israel continues to dismiss inter-
national criticism of its expansion-
ist building, saying the settlements 
would be resolved in peace talks. 
Virtually every country in the in-
ternational community, including 
the United States, views the settle-

ments — seized in the 1967 war — as 
illegal. Israeli settlements range 
from those authorised by Tel Aviv 
to wildcat homesteads.

The settlement issue has scup-
pered previous peace talks between 

the Palestinians and Israelis, with 
successive Palestinian delegations 
demanding the Israelis stop settle-
ment expansion during any nego-
tiations.

More than 570,000 Israelis reside 
in settlements on occupied Pales-
tinian territory, according to the 
Israeli anti-settlement watchdog 
Peace Now. Approximately 2.2 mil-
lion Palestinians live in the West 
Bank and another 300,000 are in 
East Jerusalem.

In 1972, there were only 10,000 
Israelis in settlements in the West 
Bank and East Jerusalem. Twenty 
years later, ahead of the Oslo Ac-
cords, that figure stood at 231,200 
with close to an even split between 
the West Bank and East Jerusalem.

By 2000, during the second inti-
fada, there were more than 365,000 
Israelis living in the occupied terri-
tories, with more living in the West 
Bank — 198,000 — than in East Je-
rusalem.

This was after Israel established a 
number of major settlements in the 
West Bank during the 1980s and 
1990s, including Ma’ale Adumim in 
1975 and Beitar Illit in 1985. Ma’ale 
Adumim now has a population of 
more than 40,000 and Beitar Illit’s 
is close to 45,000.

Modi’in Illit, one of the most 
populous Israel settlements in the 
West Bank with about 60,000 peo-
ple, was built in 1994 and has had 
an annual population growth of 
around 10%.

Israel has a fairly steady popu-
lation growth of about 1% but the 
population of Jewish settlers in the 
West Bank has been growing four 
times faster, Bloomberg reported in 
2014.

This is due to many Israelis 
choosing to live in the occupied 
territories, whether for economic 
or ideological reasons. Many Jews 
have settled in the area ostensibly 
for religious reasons. Others do so 

for a more practical reason: Gov-
ernment subsidies, including fa-
vourable mortgages and discounts 
on purchases of property, amount 
to about $800 per settler per year.

East Jerusalem has seen an un-
precedented spike in the number of 
Israelis living there, with dire polit-
ical repercussions. Just 1,500 Israe-
lis lived in East Jerusalem in 1972 
but that figure is now approaching 
200,000.

“Since the annexation of East Je-
rusalem in 1967, Israeli authorities 
have promoted the twofold goal of 
expanding the city’s Jewish popu-
lation and reducing its Palestin-
ian population,” the independent 
Israeli human rights organisation 
B’Tselem said.

The location of the capital of a 
future Palestinian state in East Je-
rusalem is a major demand for the 
Palestinians and one that no Pal-
estinian negotiating delegation is 
likely to surrender.

“Al-Quds [the Arabic name for 
Jerusalem] and everything that 
was conquered in the 1967 war is 
part of the Palestinian state,” Pal-
estinian President Mahmoud Ab-
bas affirmed in January 2014 from 
Ramallah.

His comment came in the midst 
of US efforts to draw up a frame-
work peace agreement. Those ef-
forts ended with failure after the 
Palestinians rejected a proposal 
that did not guarantee East Jerusa-
lem as the capital for a future Pales-
tinian state.

EU labelling tackles settlement expansion
The Arab Weekly staff

Aerial view of the West Bank Jewish settlement of Ariel.

Thousands of homes 
were destroyed 
during the war, 
leaving 20,000 
families homeless.

Israelis reside in 
settlements on 
occupied Palestinian 
territory.

More than 
570,000

Virtually every 
country in the 
international 
community views 
the settlements — 
seized in the 1967 
war — as illegal.
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Muslim liberal arts college aims for a restoration
Rasha Elass

Washington

M 

any of the West’s 
most prestigious 
educational institu-
tions were founded 
by or have their roots 

in the Catholic or Protestant tra-
ditions, including Harvard, Yale, 
Princeton, Georgetown and coun-
terparts abroad such as the Ameri-
can University of Beirut. These 
colleges began with the mission to 
“build the character” of a genera-
tion by immersing men (and, much 
later, women) in liberal arts and the 

humanities.
Now, for the first time in the 

United States, a Muslim liberal arts 
institution has joined the ranks 
of religiously affiliated colleges 
around the country: Zaytuna Col-
lege, founded in 2008, in California 
received official accreditation in 
March. Accreditation is granted by 
professional educational associa-
tions that assess colleges and con-
firm that they offer an acceptable 
quality level of education.

Zaytuna aims to build a genera-
tion of Muslim intellectuals who 
are well-versed in Aristotle as well 
as Avicenna, in Galen as well as 
Ghazali, according to its stated 
mission. But Zaytuna faces a much 

more ambitious quest: To cultivate 
an organically grown American nar-
rative within Islam that sets it apart 
from jihadist ideology and violent 
extremism.

Such a move is probably welcome 
by American Muslims who are un-
der scrutiny in post-September 11 
America and perhaps by Americans 
at large who often struggle in the 
balance between tolerance of Islam 
and fear of its expansion.

Zaytuna’s co-founder, an Ameri-
can convert to Islam, is among 
those most sensitive to these issues.

“We’re at a crossroads. If we’re 
not able to assuage fears of aver-
age Americans that Islam is not on 
trial here, that the guilty [perpe-

trators] of these [terrorist] acts are 
not informed by Islam but by ide-
ologies co-opted by Islam, then for 
me that’s the real challenge,” said 
Hamza Yusuf by phone from his of-
fice at Zaytuna in Berkeley, Califor-
nia.

Aside from co-founding Zaytuna, 
Yusuf advises the Islamic studies 
programmes at Stanford University 
and Berkeley’s Graduate Theologi-
cal Union, both among the most 
prestigious such programmes in the 
country. Yusuf was also ranked as 
“the Western world’s most influen-
tial Islamic scholar” in The 500 Most 
Influential Muslims, a compilation 
put together in 2009 by respected 
Georgetown University scholars 
John Esposito and Ibrahim Kalin.

Yusuf has millions of followers 
around the world who listen to his 
speeches and sermons on the inter-
net. His message is at odds with the 
contention that that Islam needs “a 
reformation”.

“People who say that Islam needs 
a reformation, no it doesn’t! The ref-
ormation was a bloody war between 
Catholics and Protestants, with the 
Protestants in effect saying get back 
to hadith, which is what’s happen-
ing within Islam now,” he said. “But 
Islam doesn’t need a reformation. 
Islam needs a restoration.”

Beyond the call for a reformation 
(or restoration) in Islam, there is a 
burning question that is often ig-
nored by Islamic scholars. Through-
out the history of Islam, the reli-
gious discourse and debate usually 
has unfolded within a predominant-
ly Muslim society. Until modern 
times, it was rare to find an exam-
ple of Islamic discourse changing 
and evolving among a community 
of Muslims who live as a religious 
minority in a non-Muslim society. 
And although Islamic jurisprudence 
offers answers for religious Muslims 
who live as a minority in a non-Mus-

lim society, such texts are rarely in-
voked. It is this aspect that Yusuf 
aims to revive.

“Islam has it within its traditions 
for Muslims to live as a minority. 
To subvert the country [in which 
Muslims live as a minority] is actu-
ally haram,” he said. “So we’re not 
creating a counter-narrative on Is-
lam but rather we’re teaching the 
primary narrative.”

He adds that Islam has been a fab-
ric in US society from the beginning, 
arriving in colonial America as the 
de facto religion of many slaves.

Muslims today are among the 
most successful minority groups in 
the country, comprising a dispro-
portionately large segment of sci-
entists, engineers, and doctors, so 
much so that they can be the butt 
of a flattering joke. As American talk 
show host David Letterman once 
said to an audience that roared in 
laughter: “I went to the doctor and 
he said face Mecca and laugh.”

There is another aspect to a col-
lege like Zaytuna, which Yusuf 
points out is “more liberal arts 
than seminary”. The college aims 
to fill a void in liberal arts and hu-
manities from which much of the 
Muslim world suffers. While fields 
such as science and engineering 
thrive in many Muslim countries 
and are most popular with Muslims 
in the West, many Arab or Muslim 
intellectuals lament the lack of a 
liberal arts education, something 
that some blame for the failure of 
governments and revolutions in the 
Arab world. 

Yusuf said that such a void may 
also be responsible for the rise of 
extremism or merely confusion 
among some Muslim youth who live 
in Western countries.

“Because the crisis in the Muslim 
world is loss of humanist learning, 
you have people who have religion 
removed from context,” he said. 
“Our goal is to produce critical 
thinkers who will continue to other 
careers, like law and scholarship in 
the humanities and so on.”

Rasha Elass is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

Abdullah Ali (L), and Faraz Khan (R), faculty members at Zaytuna College, sitting around Shaykh 
Hamza Yusuf (C).

Zaytuna College, 
founded in 2008, in 
California received 
official accreditation 
in March.

Pollard release sharpens US-Israel spy rift
Ed Blanche

Beirut

J 

onathan Pollard, an Israeli 
spy who stole some of the 
United States’ most impor-
tant secrets, walked out of 
a federal prison at Butner, 

North Carolina, on November 20th 
a free man. He became eligible for 
parole after serving 30 years of a life 
sentence.

His release, which Israeli govern-
ments vigorously sought for three 
decades, is likely, however, to deep-
en a rift between Israel’s foreign in-
telligence service Mossad and the 
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) 
that has been simmering for at least 
as long.

For the Americans, Pollard, a 
61-year-old US citizen, represents 
what they see as Israel’s betrayal of 
its strategic relationship with the 
United States, the Jewish state’s 
greatest benefactor, which has 
shielded it from aggression since 
the 1960s.

Pollard’s release, the Washington 
Post observed, will “resolve one of 
the most politically charged espio-
nage cases of recent decades”.

That may be so on a government-
to-government basis but it will only 
intensify a deep-rooted hostility 
with the US intelligence establish-
ment towards Israel that goes back 
to when the Jewish state was estab-
lished, from spiriting an estimated 
200 pounds of weapons-grade ura-
nium for its secret nuclear arms 
project in the 1960s to wide-scale 
industrial espionage now.

US insiders assert that Israel 
conducts more espionage opera-
tions against the United States and 
systematically steals more of its 
military and economic secrets than 
any other country, even Vladimir 
Putin’s Russia, which has picked up 
where the late Soviet Union’s KGB 
left off in 1991.

Many in the US intelligence com-
munity assert that Israel is the worst 
offender when it comes to spying 
on the United States and there were 
suspicions during the Clinton years 
that there was at least one Israeli 
agent, codenamed “Mega”, high 
in the administration, 
although none was 
ever discovered.

There is also 
a deep re-
sentment 

of the political influence Israel has 
in the United States, particularly 
through its lobby, led by the Ameri-
can Israel Public Affairs Committee 
(AIPAC), which is one of the strong-
est in Washington and can make or 
break political careers.

The Wall Street Journal, a strong 
advocate of Israel, reported Oc-
tober 23rd that the United States 
monitored Israeli military bases and 
eavesdropped on supposedly secret 
communications in 2012 amid fears 
that its long-time ally would launch 
a Special Forces strike against Iran’s 
key uranium enrichment centre at 

Fordow buried deep inside a 
mountain.

“[Israeli Prime Min-
ister Binyamin] Ne-

tanyahu reserves 
the right to con-
tinue covert action 
against Iran’s nu-
clear programme,” 
the Journal re-

ported, and this 
“could put the 
spy services of 

the US and Is-
rael on a collision 

course”.
Pollard’s arrest 

on November 21, 
1985, as he tried 

to seek sanc-
tuary in the 

Israeli 
em-
bassy in 
Wash-
ington 
after the 

CIA uncovered his spying, sharply 
deepened the rift between the CIA 
and the Mossad.

The Texas-born Pollard was a ci-
vilian analyst with top-secret clear-
ance with the US Navy in Wash-
ington until he was caught. Israel 
initially denied Pollard had spied 
on the United States in 1984-85 but 
gave him retroactive Israeli citizen-
ship in 1995.

To this day, it is still not known 
outside the highest US authorities 
exactly what secrets Pollard be-
trayed. The full extent of what he 
sold to Israel was never revealed 
during his trial. Much of the evi-
dence against him remains sealed 
and is likely to stay that way.

According to several accounts, 
Pollard stole what one called “the 
crown jewels” of the US intelligence 
establishment, including docu-
ments concerning US sources and 
methods used to safeguard the US 
interests and deep-cover agents 
around the world.

One of the few public assess-
ments of the damage Pollard caused 
is the so-called Weinberger decla-
ration, a lengthy affidavit written 
by then-Defence secretary Caspar 
Weinberger at the behest of the 
court after Pollard’s lawyers — paid 

by the Israeli government — claimed 
he had not caused any serious dam-
age.

Weinberger asserted that “sub-
stantial and irrevocable damage has 
been done to this nation”.

He disclosed that Pollard had 
photocopied all ten volumes of 
the RASIN — the Radio and Signal 
codes — that detailed US electron-
ic surveillance facilities around 
the world, including frequencies, 
sources and other highly classified 
data, what one source described as 
“a complete road map of American 
signals intelligence” that Pollard’s 
Israeli handlers had specifically or-
dered him to obtain and pass on.

Pollard also handed over “more 
than 1,000 unredacted messages 
and cables”, most of which were 
“code word sensitive”, that could 
identify agents around the globe.

“To this day, it is not known how 
many US agents were killed due to 
Pollard’s treason,” said US anti-war 
activist Justin Raimondo.

As if that were not enough, US 
investigative reporter Seymour 
Hersh observed in a 2001 New Yor-
ker report that data on classified US 
signals intelligence provided by Pol-
lard allowed Israel to camouflage 
some of its military operations from 
US surveillance.

One of these was the long-range 
air strike on the Palestine Liberation 
Organisation’s headquarters in Tu-
nis on October 1, 1985, in which at 
least 67 people were killed. The op-
eration, retaliation for the killing of 
three alleged Israeli spies in Cyprus, 
took the Americans by surprise be-
cause their surveillance network 
was focused elsewhere that day.

A May 1998 file photo of Jonathan Pollard at the Federal 
Correction Institution in Butner, in North Carolina, USA.

US insiders assert 
that Israel conducts 
more espionage 
operations against 
the United States 
than any other 
country.
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Jordan looks to expand markets for agriculture sector
Raied T. Shuqum

Amman

J 

ordan plans to boost its mori-
bund agricultural sector, 
which once contributed 3.5% 
of its gross domestic prod-
uct, by meeting demand for 

out-of-season crops elsewhere, par-
ticularly in new regional markets.

The plan is meant to ward off the 
effect of losses in the sector estimat-
ed at $706 million since late 2014, 
primarily because of diminished 
trade with war-torn Iraq and Syria, 
Jordanian Agriculture Minister Akef 
al-Zoubi said. Those countries were 
once the largest importers of Jorda-
nian produce and also acted as cor-
ridors for exports to Turkey, Leba-
non, Russia and Europe.

Zoubi said the proposed 2016-
25 strategy entails identifying 
and reaching out to new markets 
for Jordan’s agricultural produce, 
propping up its exports while pro-
tecting farmers and sustaining 
their livelihoods.

He said there would be a special 
focus on “educating farmers to 
produce crops that are needed in 
neighbouring markets, especially 
in Gulf Arab states”.

“We will also pay attention to en-
hancing food security amid a grow-
ing population and an influx of a 
large number of Syrian refugees 
that hiked demand,” he noted. He 

said attracting investments in the 
sector is also in the cards but did 
not provide details.

Prior to the closure of the borders 
with Syria and Iraq when Islamic 
State (ISIS) militants captured ter-
ritory in both countries, Jordan ex-
ported 220,000 tonnes of fruit and 
vegetables to Syria, 20,000 tonnes 
to Lebanon, about 50,000 tonnes 
to Turkey, 100,000 tonnes to Euro-
pean markets and 180,000 tonnes 
to Iraq.

“Exports to these markets were 
halted,” Zoubi said.

Although Gulf states “increased 
their imports of fruit and vegeta-
bles from Jordan, that did not cover 
the lost quantities that used to go 
to the other markets,” he said.

Zoubi said a serious hurdle fac-
ing exports to the new markets in 
the Gulf is the insufficient number 
of refrigerated trucks to transport 
Jordanian produce. “We can export 
more but the number of trucks is 
limited,” he said.

Poor transportation and storage 
conditions in available vehicles re-
sulted in significant losses, some-
times up to 50%, of the exported 
produce, Zoubi noted.

The minister predicted that Jor-
dan’s annual agricultural exports 
of 900,000 tonnes will drop in 2015 
because of the continuing regional 
instability.

He revealed that contacts were 
under way with Iraq to reopen 
its side of the border, which was 
closed in April when ISIS advanced 
near the frontier. He said he ex-
pected the border to reopen before 
the end of the year.

In an effort to alleviate the de-
cline in exports in the short term, 
new markets are being targeted, 
according to the minister who said 
exports of fruit and vegetables to 
Russia should start shortly after 
concluding details on shipping pro-

cedures.
“Russia is an important market, 

equivalent in size to the Europe-
an market,” Zoubi said. He said it 
could lead to other Eastern Euro-
pean markets to follow suit.

In the long term, agricultural 
exports are expected to increase 
in view of an agreement Jordan 
signed recently with Egypt, Italy 
and Lebanon. The free trade deal 
sets the stage for dramatically cut-
ting bureaucratic procedures that 
hamper the flow of trade among 
the four countries.

“With the agreement in place, 

the flow of agricultural products 
between us will be easier and fast-
er,” Zoubi said.  “The agreement 
will increase the kingdom’s agricul-
tural exports.”

Shawkaet Obeidat, who owns an 
olive plantation in Irbid, was criti-
cal of a state ban on olive exports 
as of October 29th. The ministry 
did not give a clear reason for the 
ban but it followed criticism by Jor-
danian opponents of peace with 
Israel that Jordan was selling olives 
to Israel despite violence against 
Palestinians in the West Bank. 
About half of Jordan’s population is 

made up of Palestinians and their 
descendants.

“We have a surplus of olives… 
and Israel is our largest olive im-
porter,” Obeidat said. “We want the 
government to extend the deadline 
for exporting olives so we can ex-
port more to Israel.”

Industry insiders said the in-
creased availability of produce 
is likely to keep prices at all-time 
lows.

“I hope that the prices drop even 
lower,” said Umm Ali, shopping at 
an Amman store. “At least then I 
can better feed my nine children.”

Agricultural exports 
are expected to 
increase in view of 
an agreement Jordan 
signed recently with 
Egypt, Italy and 
Lebanon.

Jordanian farm near Jerash.

International donors seek new ideas for refugee crisis
Amman

B 

old new ideas for helping 
Syrian refugees and their 
overburdened Middle 
Eastern host countries are 
gaining traction among 

international donors, shocked into 
action by the migration of hundreds 
of thousands of desperate Syrians to 
Europe.

Rather than struggling to gather 
humanitarian aid for refugees, the 
plans centre on investing billions 
of dollars, much of it to be raised 
on financial markets. The money 
would go for development in coun-
tries such as Jordan and Lebanon to 
improve lives for their own popula-
tions and refugees.

More controversial is a demand by 
some in the aid community that, in 
return for such a “Mideast Marshall 
Plan”, Jordan and Lebanon must 
allow Syrian refugees to work, in-
tegrating them more into society. 
The host countries, however, point 
to high domestic unemployment in 
arguing they cannot put large num-
bers of refugees to work legally.

“We need to be ambitious,” the 
Middle East Director of the World 
Bank Ferid Belhaj said. “Develop-
ment is the key.”

The need for alternative plans 
may have become more urgent, with 
the Paris terror attacks further heat-
ing the debate over Europe’s immi-
gration policy. A Syrian passport, 
processed in Greece and registered 
in the Balkan countries, was found 
near one of the Paris suicide bomb-
ers, raising the possibility that at 

least one of the assailants crossed 
into Europe with refugees fleeing 
Syria.

The mass influx of Syrians to Eu-
rope has been driven by increasing-
ly unbearable conditions in Jordan, 
Iraq, Turkey and Lebanon. That has 
drawn attention to long-ignored 
warnings that the traditional aid ap-
proach has fallen short in the most 
devastating refugee crisis in a gen-
eration, said Belhaj and others.

Under the traditional approach, 
the United Nations and other inter-
national agencies are the main pil-
lars of care for refugees, either by 
financing camps to house them or 
by providing them food 
aid and stipends to live 
off of.

But donor funds 
are waning as the 
Syrian refugee 
crisis drags on 
with no end in 
sight. The appeal 
of $4.5 billion for 
more than 4 mil-
lion refugees and 
host nations is less 
than half funded. 
Aid agencies have 
been forced to 
cut back 

drastically on food and cash assis-
tance.

A group of seven international 
aid groups, led by the Norwegian 
Refugee Council, called for a “new 
deal” between donors and hosts. 
It would entail a massive interna-
tional investment plan in return for 
the host countries allowing refugees 
to work, giving them the chance to 
support themselves.

Aid programmes are “going no-
where at the moment”, Jan Ege-
land, head of the Norwegian Refu-
gee Council, said recently. “The 
only thing we have is a half-hearted 
emergency relief plan that is not 
nearly enough to meet the needs of 
the refugees.”

Under the proposal, the refugee 
host governments “say, ‘Yes you 
can work. Yes, you can contribute to 
our economy as we also get our own 

population into this Marshall 
Plan of reconstruction’,” 

said Egeland, a former UN 
emergency relief coordi-
nator.

Separately, the 
World Bank is work-
ing to raise billions 

of dollars for large-
scale investments. 
The plan aims to 

help host countries 
build infrastructure, 

right their economies 
and deal with the 

steep costs from the refugee popu-
lation. Eventually, it would expand 
to rebuild war-stricken Syria, Libya 
and Yemen. The bank estimates it 
will cost $170 billion over ten years 
to rebuild Syria and another $100 
billion to rebuild Libya.

“Frankly, those amounts… are not 
available in terms of grant money 
today,” Belhaj said.

Instead, large sums would be 
raised on financial markets. The 
World Bank would issue special 
bonds guaranteed by donors. Host 
countries would be able to borrow 
large sums from the bank, with do-
nors paying most or all of the inter-
est.

Jordan and Lebanon say they 
need massive aid to build schools 
and new housing and overhaul 
dilapidated water and electricity 
systems, all overwhelmed by their 
increased population. Lebanon, a 
country of 4 million citizens, has 
more than 1 million refugees. Jor-
dan, with 6.4 million citizens, has 
more than 600,000 refugees.

Belhaj said “one needs to find 
creative ways to make sure these 
refugees get access to economic ac-
tivity” in coordination with the host 
countries.

But, he said, it’s not realistic to 
impose the condition that the hosts 
allow Syrian refugees to work. Forc-
ing the countries to absorb them 
into the job market before develop-
ment money starts to work would 
be too much, he said.

“We cannot impose anything,” he 
said.

Egeland argued that the trade-
off must be spelled out from the 

start.
“The host governments are 
scared, really… They are 

afraid to take (refugees) 
into their economy, 

which I think is 
wrong,” he said. 

“They could 

contribute to economic growth and 
job creation if there is international 
investment in parallel.”

Jordan has seen frictions between 
poor Jordanians and Syrian refugees 
who compete for scarce resources. 
Syrians working illegally in con-
struction, agriculture and other sec-
tors have pushed down wages, while 
rents in poor neighbourhoods have 
risen sharply as refugees flooded in.

The World Bank plans were pro-
posed in October in Lima, Peru, at-
tended by the UN chief, top World 
Bank officials and representatives of 
the Islamic Development Bank.

Details are to be worked out by 
early 2016, said Belhaj. “There was 
very broad support for those initia-
tives… especially on the ones relat-
ed to the refugees.”

The Syria refugee crisiss was also a 
central issue at the Group of 20 sum-
mit in Turkey. Groups represent-
ing business, civil society, labour, 
women and youth called on the G20 
leaders to support development 
programmes in Lebanon, Jordan, 
Iraq and Turkey. In a statement, the 
groups said the G20 must go “be-
yond the provision of humanitarian 
assistance to include medium- to 
long-term economic support” for 
refugees and host countries.

The refugees’ exodus to Europe 
could serve as a catalyst for change, 
Egeland said.

“They want to be close to their 
homes,” he said of the refugees. 
“But today, we only provide them 
(with) desperate choices. No work, 
no future, no family, no hope here. 
That is not enough. Invest in hope 
for them, invest in development, in-
vest in work.”
(The Associated Press)

“We need to be 
ambitious,” the 
Middle East Director 
of the World Bank 
Ferid Belhaj said. 
“Development is the 
key.”

“Invest in hope for 
them, invest in 
development, invest 
in work.”

Donor funds are 
waning as the Syrian 
refugee crisis drags 
on with no end in 
sight.

World Bank Director for the Middle East Ferid Belhaj.
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Iraq faces financial crunch despite 
rising oil production
Walid Khadduri

Beirut

I 

raq’s oil production capacity 
stands at about 4 million bar-
rels per day (bpd), the second 
largest in OPEC after Saudi 
Arabia, with average exports 

of around 3.2 million bpd. Average 
monthly oil revenue is close to $3.3 
billion.

Despite its oil income, the coun-
try is virtually bankrupt.

The government is not able to 
pay civil servants’ salaries or pen-
sioners. The Ministry of Oil was not 
able to pay in cash to international 
oil companies and it reimbursed 
them instead with crude oil. Con-
struction of scores of projects has 
been delayed for lack of funds. The 
government is not able to meet 
payments to consultancy and con-
struction companies.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi’s government blames the 
financial shortfall on the rising 
military budget to fight the Islam-
ic State (ISIS); the collapse of oil 
prices since mid-2014; and, the fact 
that it received an empty treasury 

due to widespread corruption that 
took place under his predecessor 
Nuri al-Maliki.

Iraq’s oil revenue totalled about 
$800 billion during 2003-15. The 
high oil revenue has been attribut-
ed to increasing production (from 2 
million to 3.8 million bpd) and ris-
ing prices (around $100 per barrel 
for approximately three years).

Iraqi Oil Minister Adil Abdul 
Mahdi confirmed in August that 
the country’s oil revenue was $800 
billion since the 2003 US occupa-
tion but said approximately $420 
billion was unaccounted for. Par-
liament’s Commission of Integrity 
confirmed in November that half 
the government’s revenue during 
Maliki’s tenure (2006-14) has been 
“siphoned”.

Parliament’s Finance Committee 
announced that the government 
exhausted the state bank’s finan-
cial reserves. 

The government is negotiating 
with the World Bank and the Inter-
national Monetary Fund to extend 
soft loans to assist Iraq. The inter-
national economic organisations 
are calling for major institutional 
reforms, appointment of interna-
tional auditors to review the state 
and private banks’ books, and the 
adoption of new economic poli-
cies.

It is doubtful that recommenda-

tions by the two international bod-
ies can alleviate the poor economic 
conditions of Iraq if there is no seri-
ous attempt to put a stop to Iraq’s 
poor management and widespread 
corruption.

On the other hand, if reforms 
are carried out, there is fear that 
the downsizing of the inflated civil 
service could lead to social and 
political unrest. The civil service 
has been inflated mainly to serve 
the interests of the political par-
ties and to placate the delicate bal-
ance of the confessional system. 
Civil servants number around 4 
million employees and retired of-
ficials make up another 4 million. 
Iraq’s total population is about 30 
million. Most of the government’s 
revenue is allocated to salaries. 
tAbadi’s government also has to 
take decisive actions towards what 
is termed “the greatest political 
corruption scandal in history”. The 
government is obliged to be cau-
tious as Maliki and his aides con-
tinue to command a sizeable num-
ber of parliamentary seats and are 
supported by Iran.

This raises the questions: What 
can the government do to alleviate 
the situation? How many reforms 
can it implement to turn a new 
page? How soon can the reforms 
be implemented? What are the po-
litical consequences, especially as 
Iraq is already encountering sev-
eral domestic and regional threats?

Iraq has usually relied on rising 
oil revenue during difficult finan-
cial times but there are few options 
available now. Oil production is 
projected to have a limited increase 

of around 200,000 bpd in 2016 bit it 
is not clear if or when international 
crude oil prices would increase.

Much depends on whether the 
world’s commercial reserves would 
start declining, whether the spare 
oil capacity of around 2 million bpd 
would decline rapidly and whether 
global oil demand would rise soon 
as a result of the low oil prices. 
Another factor is whether Chinese 
economic growth would rise to its 
former growth of around 8% annu-
ally.

Iraq’s 2016 budget is based on 
crude oil exports of about 3.6 mil-
lion bpd, including 550,000 bpd by 
the Kurdish Regional Government 
(KRG). The KRG has been in arrears 
for several months. Iraqi pipelines 
have been sabotaged frequently in 
recent weeks.

The bombings are attributed to 
either Turkey’s Kurdistan Workers’ 
Party (PKK) or ISIS.

Iraq has the capacity to produce 
the targeted volume of 3.6 million 
bpd in 2016. The question is what 
will be the average price of oil next 
year?

Walid Khadduri is an Iraqi writer 
on energy affairs based in Beirut.

Iraq’s 2016 budget is 
based on crude oil 
exports of about 3.6 
million bpd.

Flames burning off excess gas are seen at Nasiriya oilfield in Nasiriya province, south-east of Baghdad, on October 30th.

Iraqi Prime Minister 
Haider al-Abadi’s 
government blames 
the financial 
shortfall on the 
rising military 
budget.

Average monthly oil 
revenue is close to 
$3.3 billion.
Despite its oil 
income, the country 
is virtually 
bankrupt.

Iran won’t 
negotiate with 
OPEC over oil 
output

Crude prices gain 
after ISIS oil 
operations 
targeted

Lagarde touts 
power of Islamic 
finance

Briefs

OPEC member Iran will not nego-
tiate with the cartel over a planned 
500,000 barrels per day (bpd) oil 
production hike once sanctions are 
lifted, Iranian Oil Minister Bijan 
Zanganeh said.

Despite a supply glut keeping 
crude prices low, Iran has consist-
ently said it plans to up its output 
when nuclear-related sanctions are 
lifted under a deal agreed in July 
with world powers.

Zanganeh reiterated the stance 
at a news conference in Tehran, 
where he said the Organisation of 
the Petroleum Exporting Countries 
(OPEC) would be informed of the 
production jump but no more.

“We will not negotiate with OPEC 
to increase our production. We will 
only notify them when we adapt,” 
he said.

“Those who have taken ad-
vantage of the absence of Iran to 
increase their production and have 
benefited should worry,” he said.

Saudi Arabia has refused to cut its 
output despite crude prices falling 
massively in the past year.
(Agence France-Presse)

Crude prices pushed higher after 
US-led coalition jets targeted the 
Islamic State (ISIS) group’s oil op-
erations in retaliation following the 
deadly attacks on Paris.

The devastating attacks on Paris, 
blamed on ISIS, stirred expectations 
of a rise in the level of conflict in 
the Syria-Iraq region that some fear 
could disrupt oil output. 

“The market has been flip-
flopping back and forth about the 
concerns over oversupply and the 
damage to demand,” said Phil Flynn 
of Price Futures Group. “There 
have been reports that the US is 
now targeting ISIS (Islamic State) oil 
tankers, oil facilities and that defi-
nitely is giving the market a little bit 
of a boost.”

But Phillip Futures analyst Daniel 
Ang said: “Price increases fuelled 
by geopolitical tensions will only be 
for the short term.

“For the longer term, the main 
driver for prices will be global sup-
ply and demand, and with the glut 
it would be a bit more difficult for 
prices to move up a lot further.”
(Agence France-Presse)

International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) Managing Director Christine 
Lagarde says Islamic finance offers 
the possibility of extending banking 
services to many who are under-
served in the Muslim world.

Lagarde said: “Islamic finance 
has the potential to contribute to 
higher and more inclusive eco-
nomic growth by increasing access 
of banking services to underserved 
populations.”

In an interview published in the 
Kuwaiti daily newspaper Al-Qabas, 
Lagarde said Kuwait should con-
sider imposing taxes on commercial 
profits and address the massive 
subsidies the oil-rich tiny country 
offers its citizens in the wake of low 
global oil prices.
(The Associated Press)
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lgerian mothers used to 
anguish over the fate of 
family members “disap-
peared” in the civil war 
that pitted government 

security forces against radical Is-
lamist insurgents for more than a 
decade.

Today, parents are increasingly 
fretting about the safety of their 
children as an unprecedented wave 
of kidnappings has swept away be-
liefs that neighbourhoods were 
safe for children to grow up in and 
enjoy life.

From 1992 through 1998, more 
than 7,000 people “disappeared” 
during the civil war and many re-
main unaccounted for. The figure 
exceeds those of “disappearances” 
recorded in any other country, ex-
cept wartime Bosnia, according to 
human rights groups.

These disappearances and other 
acts of violence during what Al-
gerians call the “Black Decade” 
overshadowed other less gruesome 
abuses. But after the country re-
gained a level of normalcy, worries 
about child mistreatment and kid-
napping of female university stu-
dents have arisen among the top 
concerns of public opinion.

“In 12 years after 2003, kidnap-
ping cases of children followed by 
sexual violence or murder num-
bered 15,” said police officer Kheira 
Messaoudene, who is in charge of 
women and children violence is-

sues at Algeria’s police national se-
curity department.

“In 2014, we recorded 1,663 cas-
es of sexual abuses against chil-
dren, including 949 against girls, 
while the number of kidnappings 
reached 195, including 142 abduc-
tions of girls, with 12 children mur-
dered.

“For the first half of this year 
there were 831 cases of sexual vio-
lence, 471 of which [were] against 
girls, and 52 children kidnapped 
with 12 murdered. Figures speak 
for themselves,” she told Algerian 
newspaper El Watan.

In covering child kidnapping 

cases, the media talk of “soci-
ety wolves” lurking almost every-
where to threaten child safety and 
innocence.

These cases include that of Mua-
mmar Thamri, a teen who was 
kidnapped in 2014 and choked to 
death in the southern city of Djelfa. 
His body, stuffed into a used barley 
bag, was dumped at the door of his 
family home. He was killed by his 
uncle’s wife after the boy made a 
chance discovery that the woman 
had an affair with another man.

There is an eerie silence at the 
makeshift football stadium tucked 
among apartment blocks in the 12 

December district on the outskirts 
of Algiers as parents kept children 
away from playing there.

Amine Yarichene, 8, went miss-
ing recently and mothers of chil-
dren who used to play with him 
said “one of society wolves” kid-
napped him.

“Amine’s kidnapping elicited 
compassion from many Algerians 
but the case filled them with fear 
as it was the case with small girls 
Chaima and Soundos found dead 
after their abductions like other 
children snatched from the warmth 
of their families,” wrote El Watan.

Amine was returned to his family 

after being held hostage for 15 days 
by an old acquaintance of his father 
who asked for a ransom. 

Police stormed the villa where 
the boy was held and arrested his 
abductor.

Messaoudene said it was difficult 
to draw a profile of a child kidnap-
per. “He could be any person. He 
could be a university teacher or a 
bricklayer,” she said.

Experts argue that children ab-
ductions are a threat but the men-
ace should be put in perspective 
to avoid exaggerated alarm of par-
ents.

In his book Protecting the Gift, 
child-safety scholar Gavin de Beck-
er wrote that, when gauged against 
a stranger kidnapping, “a child is 
vastly more likely to have a heart 
attack and child heart attacks are so 
rare that most parents never even 
consider the risk”.

Experts insist that the majority 
of missing children are runaways 
fleeing from physically or emotion-
ally abusive parents, especially af-
ter flunking exams.

Meanwhile, abductions of uni-
versity student girls were puzzling 
security officials as the phenom-
enon accelerated since 2010 with 
200 cases handled by security au-
thorities

“How we can explain this escala-
tion of the scourge of abductions? 
Beside abductions of children, 
which had been widely talked 
about in the country, kidnapping 
of female students has become ex-
tensive during the last five years,” 
wrote El Watan.

Child, university student abductions on the rise in Algeria
Lamine Ghanmi

Algerian boys walking in a narrow street of the Kasbah of Algiers.

In 2014, we recorded 
1,663 cases of sexual 
abuses against 
children, including 
949 against girls.

Egypt to test street children for hepatitis C
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

E 

gypt plans to test thou-
sands of children for hep-
atitis C, a disease that has 
become a nationwide af-
fliction, to help limit the 

spread of the disease among street 
children.

The World Health Organisation 
(WHO) says the blood-borne virus, 
which is highly infectious, kills an 
estimated 40,000 Egyptians every 
year. It adds that at least 10% of 
Egyptians between the ages of 15 
and 59 are infected.

“Thousands of medical practi-
tioners and experts will be on the 
streets as of next month,” said Dr 
Mosaad Radwan, an adviser to the 
Minister of Social Solidarity, which 
will launch the testing campaign in 
cooperation with the Health Min-
istry. “These medical practitioners 
and experts will go wherever they 
can to find the children and test 
them.”

About 23,000 children live on the 
streets in Egypt, according to Rad-
wan. Egypt’s non-governmental 
organisations say the number is 
many times larger. The children are 
runaways, orphans or young peo-
ple abandoned by their families.

The alarm was sounded a few 
months ago when a charity offering 
care to street children discovered 
that some of them tested positive 
for hepatitis C.

Rights activists note that Egypt’s 
street children lead unhealthy and 

often dangerous lives that leave 
them deprived of basic needs for 
protection, guidance and supervi-
sion and expose them to exploita-
tion and abuse.

“Street children can even have 
more than just hepatitis C,” said 
Mahmoud al-Badawi, the head of 
local Egyptian Association for the 
Assistance of Juveniles and Human 
Rights. “Life on the streets is syn-
onymous with all types of viola-
tions and diseases.”

There are no recent studies to 
corroborate Badawi’s view but 
WHO research shows that Egypt’s 
street children suffer health prob-
lems that include cholera, tuber-
culosis and anaemia. They are also 
exposed to a variety of toxic sub-
stances, both in food and the envi-
ronment around them.

A study published in 2010 by 
AIDS, the official journal of the 
International AIDS Society, said 
street children were highly vulner-
able to many adverse health and 
social problems. The study, involv-
ing 857 street children, determined 
that 35% of them reported alcohol 
consumption.

The vast majority of children 
(93%) faced some form of violence 
or abuse on the street, according to 
the study. 

It said the most typical forms of 
abuse were harassment by police 
(63%) and by older street children 
(51%). Physical abuse and violence 
were reported by 45% of children 
and sexual abuse by 12%, the study 
said.

It added that harassment and 
physical abuse tended to be more 
prevalent among boys, whereas 
sexual abuse was many times more 
common among girls. More than 
53% of female street children aged 
15-17 years in Greater Cairo and 
90% of those in Alexandria had 
been a victim of sexual abuse, the 

study found.
The majority, the study said, also 

reported having used drugs and, 
among the older teens, having sex, 
noting that among those having 
sex, most never used a condom 
and had multiple sex partners.

A few years ago, reports that 
some street children earned a liv-
ing by selling their blood to private 
hospitals sent shockwaves across 
Egypt.

Samir Ahmed, a 14-year-old, has 
been living on the streets for three 
years now, but does not sell his 
blood to eat.

“I only ask people to give me 

money and some people do,” said 
Ahmed, who sleeps in a downtown 
Cairo underground station.

Wafer-thin and wearing dirty 
clothes, Ahmed held a cigarette be-
tween the middle and index fingers 
of his right hand. He said he some-
times found food in rubbish bas-
kets. He refused to answer ques-
tions about whether he took drugs 
or had been sexually abused.

Badawi said he hopes that hepa-
titis C campaign will lead to more 
efforts to keep children from hav-
ing to sleep on the streets.

“The government needs to have 
a real will to either send these chil-
dren back home or include them in 
the programmes of this country’s 
social institutions,” he said. “We 
cannot keep talking while more 
and more children end up leaving 
their family homes and living on 
the streets.”

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

At least 10% of 
Egyptians between 
the ages of 15 and 59 
are infected.

A homeless Egyptian child sleeps under a bridge in Cairo, last March.

About 23,000 
children live on the 
streets in Egypt.

An unprecedented 
wave of kidnappings 
has swept away 
beliefs that 
neighbourhoods 
were safe for 
children.
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London

T 

he Islamic State (ISIS) for 
many was a bolt from the 
blue, especially when it 
suddenly seized large sec-
tions of Iraq, including the 

city of Mosul, in June 2014. In his re-
cently published, well-written book 
Under the Black Flag, Syrian histo-
rian and journalist Sami Moubayed 
examines not just ISIS’s modus op-
erandi and prospects but sets out to 
explain its origins.

The ground was laid in Iraq, he ar-
gues, by a growth in political Islam 
under the Ba’ath Party in the 1990s, 
encouraged by Saddam 
Hussein’s vice-president, 
Izzat Ibrahim 
al-Douri. “The 
old-time Saddam 
friend and pro-
tégé started to 
court the clerics 
of Baghdad, cre-
ating something 
of an informal Is-
lamic bloc within 
the Iraqi govern-
ment,” Moubayed 
told The Arab 
Weekly from Da-
mascus.

“He became 
a frequent 
mosque-goer 
and created a 
clique around him 
of seculars turned Islamists. Saddam 
himself started to flirt with the Is-
lamists, encouraging mosques-go-
ing and Quranic education so long as 
it remained under his watchful eye. 
The more Iraq sank under US sanc-
tions, poverty and need, the more 
people turned to Islam during 1991-
2003,” he said.

The US-led invasion of 2003 led 
to the Ba’athists developing close 
relationships with the most militant 

Islamists. “Many of those Ba’athists 
just slipped into the underground, 
they had plenty of money, connec-
tions and knew the terrain well. 
They turned outlaws and core mem-
bers of the ‘Sunni insurgency’,” he 
said.

“When al-Qaeda arrived shortly 
afterward, the Ba’athists were al-
ready there, armed to the teeth, 
ready and willing to work with 
anybody who would advance their 
cause.”

In his book, Moubayed identifies 
Ba’athists and a former Iraqi gen-
eral within the ISIS elite and shows 
Ba’athist influence in its adminis-
tration as well as in the anti-Persian 
sentiment of Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, 
proclaimed caliph in June 2014 in 

the Iraqi city of Mosul only a 
year after ISIS 

emerged 
from its ear-
lier incarna-
tion, the Is-

lamic State in 
Iraq.

As ISIS was 
Iraqi in origin 

and still has a 
majority of Iraqi 

fighters, it is re-
sented in Syria by 
the rival Jabhat al-

Nusra, al-Qaeda’s 
Syrian wing. But 

Moubayed attrib-
utes ISIS’s progress 
in Syria to two fac-

tors. Firstly, it was 
“an organisation that 

paid well, both mili-
tarily and financially”.

In other words, ISIS had money 
and the fighting expertise of ex-Ira-
qi Ba’athists and soldiers. Secondly, 
ISIS ideology was close to the think-
ing of many already resisting the 
Syrian regime of Bashar Assad.

“The Syrian opposition has secu-
lar elements but the strong majority 
are Islamists, or at least, many of 
those with influence on the ground 

are driven by political Islam,” said 
Moubayed. This current of ideas 
goes back to the Muslim Brother-
hood (Ikhwan), apparently the main 
force in Syrian Islamism until rela-
tively recently.

“The Brotherhood has always 
wanted a theocracy with a caliph — 
this is no secret,” said Moubayed. 
“Their problem now is that [in their 
view] the caliph [Baghdadi] is a 
charlatan who has hijacked Islam.”

In Under the Black Flag, Mou-
bayed finds roots of ISIS thinking 
in the 13th-century theologian Ibn 
Taymiyya, who polemicised against 
Christians, Shias, Alawis and Sufis 
and whose objections to kings and 
sultans led him to spend 15 years in 
the prisons of Damascus and Cairo.

But when Moubayed looks at the 
struggle between the Syrian re-
gime and the Muslim Brotherhood, 
it is clear he believes the Brother-
hood was already losing ground 
to the more militant Fighting Van-
guards during the 1982 Hama revolt, 
crushed by Bashar’s father, Hafez 
Assad, with thousands of deaths.

Ikhwan, Moubayed argues, are no 
longer a significant force in Syria. 
“Back in 2011, the Brotherhood had 
a lifetime opportunity of recreating 
themselves after decades under-
ground,” he said. “Their colleagues 
were coming to power in Egypt and 
Tunisia and the international com-
munity was starting to deal with 
them.

“They failed to produce real lead-
ership and a programme appealing 
to a new generation of Syrians. The 
Syrian Brotherhood has been com-
pletely dwarfed by the rise of ISIS 
and Jabhat al-Nusra and by other 

splinter Islamic groups. They’re now 
a relic of the past — something from 
a bygone era.”

But Moubayed is cautious over 
whether the future belongs to ISIS. 
He is non-committal on the pros-
pects for the Syrian Ba’ath, while 
noting in the book that it continues 
to be marked by “greed, authoritari-
anism, cult worship, nepotism and 
embezzlement”.

His concluding chapter sketches a 
scenario in which the “Islamic state” 
is made more viable by the toppling 
of Baghdadi in an internal coup.

“If al-Baghdadi is replaced 
by a caliph who pledges non-
intervention, wears a modern suit 
and trims his beard — one who 
doesn’t order the decapitation of 
prisoners or the destruction of 
statues — would more people be 
willing to come out expressing 
public support for the Islamic state? 
History is riddled with states which 
have been founded by thugs with 
big swords and brutal tactics,” he 
said.

Sami Moubayed, Under the Black 
Flag: At the Frontier of the New Ji-
had, IB Tauris.

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

Under the Black Flag: ISIS 
emerging during Saddam’s rule
Gareth Smyth

Sami Moubayed

Ikhwan, Moubayed 
argues, are no longer 
a significant force in 
Syria.

London

F 

or many, the group that 
came to be known as the 
Islamic State (ISIS) ap-
peared out of the blue, 
taking the bloodthirsty 

ideology of al-Qaeda to a new level 
and adding an apocalyptic twist 
that generated gains its predecessor 
only dreamed of; for this was not 
just a terrorist organisation but a 
functional terrorist state with plans 
for rapid expansion.

Washington Post Pulitzer Prize-
winning reporter Joby Warrick 
sheds much-needed light on the 
murky extremist group 
with his book Black 
Flags: The Rise of 
ISIS, which traces 
the roots of the 
organisation in 
a three-part od-
yssey across the 
hotspots of the re-
gion. He spoke to 
The Arab Weekly 
about his work and 
the problem of un-
derstanding the ideol-
ogy of ISIS.

Black Flags is the 
story of Ah-
mad 

Fadil, a Jordanian drug-addled, tat-
tooed gangster who transformed 
into the prototype of the modern-
day Islamist jihadi and became 
known as the “sheikh of the slaugh-
terers”, Abu Musab al-Zarqawi. 
Warrick highlights Zarqawi’s jour-
ney from the rough streets of the 
city of Zarqa, north-east of the Jor-
danian capital Amman, to the coun-
try’s jails, where his commitment to 
jihad was born, and from there his 
rise to prominence as leader of al-
Qaeda in Iraq.

In the pantheon of Islamic ter-
rorists, Zarqawi has a special place, 
with a unique appeal to a new gen-
eration of would-be jihadists, War-
rick said. Canadian diplomat Rob-
ert R. Fowler, kidnapped in Mali in 
2008, said that during his 180 days 

in captivity his captors would 
sometimes have a film night 

and watch the latest jihadist 
videos.

Although the kidnappers 
all admired Osama bin Lad-
en, they saw the al-Qaeda 
leader as a dull and ponder-
ous older man preaching 
from a podium.

“What really excited 
them was Zarqawi, a young 

vibrant and charismatic 
man kind of like 

a Che 

Guevara figure, carrying a machine 
gun and executing hostages with 
his own hands,” the author said. 
The image of a powerful bold fighter 
who stands up to the West resonates 
more with some of these young ji-
hadists than al-Qaeda ever did.

Warrick also successfully under-
scores the differences in methodol-
ogy and ideology between al-Qaeda 
and ISIS. “I think that’s an impor-
tant distinction and interesting how 
now we see al-Qaeda and groups 
affiliated with them, like al-Nusra. 
They seem much milder in compari-
son,” he told The Arab Weekly.

Another imperative distinction 
stressed in Black Flags is Zarqawi’s 
personal obsession with the es-
tablishment of a caliphate, an in-
novation frowned upon by other 
al-Qaeda leaders, including bin 
Laden, with whom Zarqawi was at 
one point infatuated and tried hard 
to please.

According to Warrick, Zarqawi 
would talk during his sermons 
about the great showdown between 
Islam and the West, with the final 
battle to take place in the Syrian vil-
lage of Dabiq.

This idea of Zarqawi’s is heavily 
referenced in ISIS propaganda and 
recruitment media. “They reach out 
to their hard-core recruits with this 
message saying this is the great end 

times showdown with the infidels 
and this is something that’s quite 
prevalent in their ideology,” War-
rick said.

“They also embraced violence in 
a way that was alien to al-Qaeda be-
cause for al-Qaeda violence was 
used strategically, 
sometimes dra-
matically, but with 
a greater purpose in 
mind.”

Black Flags also 
underscores mis-
steps by the interna-
tional community that 
helped give rise to the 
establishment of ISIS, 
particularly the US-led 
invasion of Iraq in 2003 
and decisions such as the 
‘de-Ba’athification’ laws 
and the dissolution of the 
Iraqi Army, both of which 
made the country fertile 
recruitment grounds for al-
Qaeda and eventually ISIS.

Geographically, a pivotal part of 
the story takes place in the Hash-
emite kingdom of Jordan, which, 
despite its limited economic means, 
is at the forefront of the war against 
ISIS. The heroes here are the Jorda-
nian General Intelligence Directo-
rate (GID), otherwise known as the 
dreaded Mukhabarat, which helped 
the author gain unprecedented ac-
cess to unpublished reports and fig-
ures central to the ISIS story. It took 
him years to build and maintain 
these relationships.

“That was very important to me 
and I wanted to be able to protect 
confidences, and over time it paid 
off and some of these sources ended 
up becoming quite helpful in filling 
in the blanks and providing infor-

mation that hasn’t been made pub-
lic before,” Warrick said.

In order to win the trust of nor-
mally hostile Islamists, Warrick re-
lied on good fixers on the ground 
who were able to set up interviews 

but with a mandatory 
introduction first, in 
order to set the inter-
viewees at ease.

“I found that once 
you get past the initial 
barriers, the fact that 
we come from very 
different planets cul-
turally, that there 
was eagerness from 
the other side to 
explain their point 
of view,” Warrick 
said.

“They wanted 
to articulate what 
to them was a 
rational vision 

of where they want things to 
go and what’s wrong in the Mid-
dle East, and it was illuminating in 
helping understand where Zarqawi 
and his views came from,” he add-
ed.

Warrick, whose previous book 
dealt with the US intelligence com-
munity infiltrating al-Qaeda, said 
he has not seen evidence that sug-
gests the same level of success with 
ISIS. “It’s been a real challenge for 
the American intelligence commu-
nity and that kind of penetration 
was never their strongest suit,” he 
said.

“They are more apt at to rely on 
other agencies and counterparts in 
other countries to help them in that 
regard and I don’t really see strong 
evidence that there has been much 
penetration of ISIS.”

Pulitzer Prize-winning reporter tackles ISIS
Mohammed Alkhereiji

Black Flags author Joby Warrick.

Warrick also 
successfully 
underscores the 
differences in 
methodology and 
ideology between 
al-Qaeda and ISIS.

The more Iraq sank 
under US sanctions, 
poverty and need, 
the more people 
turned to Islam 
during 1991-2003.
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P 

ierre Azoury was a gentle 
giant of post-war Beirut, 
a man who represented a 
finer, more noble world 
where education and the 

arts were valued as ends in them-
selves. November 19th marked the 
first anniversary of his death at age 
84.

Azoury was best known for his 
music — as composer, pianist and 
teacher. His talks on the great com-
posers were rarely short of riveting, 
seamlessly blending his poignant 
voice, wide scholarship, sensitive 
humanity and a remarkable collec-
tion of slides, compact discs and 
video recordings.

But while many assumed Azoury 
was a music professor, he was for 
most of his life a professor of me-
chanical engineering at the Ameri-
can University of Beirut (AUB). His 
book on his specialism, unstable 
liquid flow, published by Wiley in 
New York, was described by one re-
viewer as “exciting”, which reflect-
ed the enthusiasm Azoury showed 
in communicating his passions.

Born in 1930 to a father from 
Azour, near Jezzine, Lebanon, and 
an Egyptian-Syrian mother, Azoury 

grew up in Port Said. When a teach-
er at the English school in Cairo in-
troduced him to the music of Fred-
eric Chopin, it was a turning point. 
“It was as if a whole new 
world opened,” Azoury 
told me in 1999. “I knew 
the waltzes of Strauss, 
Rossini’s overtures, 
Liszt’s Hungarian 
rhapsodies but I’d 
never heard such po-
etry in music.”

The 17-year-old 
Pierre took up piano 
but his fascination with 
science led him to un-
dergraduate studies at the 
Royal Technical College, Glasgow 
(1949-53) and a PhD at Imperial 
College, London. After a couple of 
years working for British govern-
ment company Power Jets, he ap-
proached the dean at AUB and in 
1961 was offered a post as assistant 
professor.

Azoury spent the war years 1975-
90 in Beirut and subsequently com-
posed the Beirut Suite, scored for 
six instruments, including soprano 
voice. The work, recorded mainly 
with electronics for a CD from Phe-
nix Records, Beirut, evokes times 
that were not entirely dark.

“The pieces can be called por-
traits of life during those days of 
war,” he told me. “There were days 
when one felt relatively happy be-
cause there was no bombing. You 
felt you were living life intensely 
because you were under threat of 
death. The Beirut Suite reflects the 
contrasts that we lived through.”

Azoury began to compose as 

soon as he acquired a piano and de-
voured Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov’s 
book on orchestration. But he was 
also soon improvising and genera-

tions of AUB students re-
member hearing him 

playing in the As-
sembly Hall, on the 

university campus 
just off Rue Bliss.

Also included 
on Azoury’s CD 
are three piano re-

cordings he made 
in Berlin in 1991, 

1992 and 1993, which 
were mainly improvi-

sations. The 1993 pieces 
were written in the Romantic 

style and based on themes from 
Khalil Gibran’s The Prophet, with 
the last, Death, improvised. Inter-
spersed with the music was Azoury 
reading extracts from Gibran’s 
book.

Azoury’s talks in Beirut on the 
lives of the great composers were 
inspirational and unforgettable for 
everyone privileged to attend. His 
first effort was the first music event 
at the Goethe-Institut after the 
civil war, eight weekly lectures on 
Mozart marking the bicentennial of 
his death.

Later talks were often linked to 
works featured in Al-Bustan Fes-
tival, which began in 1994 with 
Azoury as an adviser and from the 
start attracted outstanding interna-
tional musicians.

Azoury brought the great com-
posers alive: it might be a large 
silhouette of Brahms en route to 
the Red Hedgehog, his favourite 

restaurant in Vienna, or it might 
be insights into Schubert’s care-
free summers — when he wrote 
the Trout Quintet — before Brahms’ 
early death from syphilis. And 
there were always samples from 
Azoury’s extensive collection of re-
cordings.

Azoury was fascinated by the of-
ten complex relationship between 
a composer’s music and life. In 
1999 he published Chopin Through 
His Contemporaries: Friends, Lov-
ers and Rivals, which gave the read-
er “a sense of personal acquaint-
ance” with Chopin, according to 
Jim Samson, a world authority on 

the composer. In the years before 
his death, Azoury was working on 
a book looking at the loves of the 
great composers.

Azoury well knew that any ac-
count of the relationship between a 
composer’s life and his work would 
raise as many questions as an-
swers. Music was too abstract to be 
reduced to the passions of love, or 
the intensity of war, even if it could 
sometimes convey them.

Perhaps his insights into the lives 
of great composers come also from 
his own experience that creativity 
required distance, from yourself as 
well as others.

Azoury’s own calm, almost mel-
ancholic exterior belied a restless 
imagination. “Music for me wells 
up from the subconscious,” he 
told me. “The great composer is 
obsessed by his art and must get it 
out. He can express himself and in 
this sense he is free.”

Pierre Azoury,
the engineer who put
a civil war to music
Gareth Smyth

London 

T 

he Middle East and North 
Africa region had its share 
of entries in the Green 
Caravan Film Festival, a 
travelling event featuring 

a mix of feature length and short 
films focusing on environmental 
and social issues.

After touring Kuwait and Dubai 
for four years, the festival landed 
in London in October and then in 
Paris, just a few weeks ahead of the 
landmark climate conference there 
at the end of November.

The films, judged through au-
dience voting, included My Pink 
Room, a poetic production written 
by Kuwaiti Hooda Shawa and di-
rected by Vachan Sharma. It uses 
the colour pink as a theme and de-
picts the world seen through the 
eyes of a refugee escaping his war-
torn country.

The narrator explains he had to 

walk for three days to reach the ref-
ugee camp, leaving his “painfully 
beautiful country”. The film ends 
revealing the narrator speaking to 
an empty theatre, a metaphor of 
indifference shown by the world to 
refugees.

Dinosaur, directed by Kuwaiti 
Meqdad al-Kout, follows attempts 
by a ministry employee to change 
his job role just before he retires. 
Exaggerated yawning and the 
sound of incessant paper stamping 
humorously emphasises the emp-
tiness of bureaucracy. He hits bot-
tom when he overhears a colleague 
had achieved little by working a re-
petitive job till death. The audience 
is encouraged to imagine what it 
would take to motivate workers to 
escape mundane daily routine.

“The story was inspired by a per-
sonal experience of an employee 
working with me in a government 
sector in Kuwait,” Kout said, noting 
that the dark humour throughout 
the movie reflects his personality 
and vision. “I think the style of film 
comes naturally with the direc-

tor’s personality… Dark humour is 
something I am familiar with.”

Kout said he produced the film 
for $1,500 after borrowing equip-
ment from a friend. The main chal-
lenge he faced as an independent 
filmmaker was “shooting and mak-
ing films in a place that has abso-
lutely no infrastructure for cin-
ema”.

In The Purple House, directed by 
Selim Gribaa, the Tunisian revolu-
tion is depicted through the life of 
an old man struggling to find a job. 
He is told by a supporter of former 
Tunisian president Zine el-Abidine 
Ben Ali that he will give him a job 
if he paints his house purple, the 
president’s favourite colour. By 
the time he finished painting his 
house, the revolution toppled Ben 
Ali and he was slammed as a traitor 
by neighbours.

He sees the man who had prom-
ised him a job, only now the latter 
has become a member of an Islamic 
party, showing how fickle people 
can be. This time the man refused 
to find him a job and this infuriates 

the old man who attempts to burn 
himself alive, which earned him 
the sympathy of the people who 
paint their houses purple, too.

“I chose the Tunisian revolution 
as a topic because I have lived it 
fully and it brought me so much, 
including making movies freely,” 
Gribaa said. “I wanted to talk about 
the values   it brought up — work, 
freedom and dignity, through the 
story of the old man.”

The 30-minute movie, which was 
filmed in six days, is a mixture of 
comedy and drama. “I needed hu-
mour to make fun of politicians be-
fore and after the revolution,” Grib-
aa said. “At the same time, there is 
sadness in unemployment and the 
suffering of people.”

Central Market by Bahraini film-
maker Saleh Nass tells the story 
of a boy who works at a local food 
market and searches for chances 
to make quick cash. His kindness 
is shown in the way he strokes ani-
mals and his courage is shown by 
slaughtering the animals. He finds 
his opportunity to make a lot of 
money by trying to milk a small 
goat at a nearby pen but discov-
ers that things don’t always go as 
wished or planned.

Daghwah is beautifully shot and 
shows the vanishing Daghwah 
method of fishing used in Kalba 
in the United Arab Emirates. With 
polluted fisheries and new envi-
ronmental laws, it is becoming 
more difficult to make a living from 
the sea.

I Am The People, directed by 

Lebanese Anna Roussillon, is an in-
timate journey showing alternative 
perspectives of a farming family in 
Egypt during the 2011 revolution, 
away from mainstream action in 
Cairo’s Tahrir Square. The mother 
is not happy with the revolution, 
saying there was not much in Egypt 
for deposed Egyptian president 
Hosni Mubarak to steal. Whereas 
the father says Mubarak ruled 
Egypt with an iron fist and would 
not listen to others

The Wanted 18, by Palestinian 
Amer Shomali and Canadian Paul 
Cowan, is a surreal true story of 18 
cows that were caught in the Pal-
estinians’ fight for self-autonomy. 
Palestinians want an alternative to 
Israeli goods so they buy cows for 
milk.

When Israelis discover the cows, 
they claim they are a threat to the 
security. Palestinians, however, 
insist they have a right to own the 
cows as much as they have a right 
to freedom. The Israeli Army raids 
houses looking for the cows and 
asks people with photos of the 
cows in their hands if they have 
seen them. This animated docu-
mentary shows experiences of the 
neglected and silent victims of our 
human conflicts.

Festival organisers Reham al-
Samerai and Sandra al-Saleh said 
they were overwhelmed by the 
success of the London debut. “It 
exceeded our expectations in so 
many ways, being new kids on the 
block in a city as busy and as full 
of amazing cultural happenings as 
London,” Samerai said.

For Saleh, the festival was an 
opportunity to introduce UK au-
diences to MENA filmmakers. “It 
changed the way they see the Mid-
dle East, making it more familiar 
while highlighting its diversity,” 
she said.

Dunia el-Zobeidi is a regular Arab 
Weekly contributor in London.

MENA films featured at London Green Caravan Film Festival
Dunia el-Zobeidi

Dinosaur Central Market Film The Purple House

Azoury was best 
known for his music  
as composer, pianist 
and teacher. Azoury’s own calm, 

almost melancholic 
exterior belied a 
restless 
imagination.

Festival organisers 
Reham al-Samerai 
and Sandra al-Saleh 
said they were 
overwhelmed by the 
success of the 
London debut.
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W 

andering around 
the streets of Beirut, 
the city’s history is 
unveiled, splashed 
on walls amid the 

influx of burgeoning construction 
projects and towering skyscrapers.

Posters of martyrs, political flags, 
logos and pock-marked buildings 
are a reminder of Beirut’s turbulent 
war-riddled past. But in a landscape 
that remains politically polarised, 
artists have taken to the streets to 
beautify and reclaim the walls with 
imaginative forms of graffiti and 
street art.

At the forefront of this move-
ment are twin brothers Omar and 
Mohamed Kabbani, who operate 
under the pseudonym Ashekman.

Part hip-hop duo, urban street 
wear brand and graffiti artists, the 
locally and internationally estab-
lished pair, who are in their early 
30s, first marked the walls of Beirut 
with their distinct blend of graffiti 
and Arabic calligraphy in 2001.

On a stormy afternoon from his 
snug studio, Omar Kabbani re-
counted their unconventional in-
troduction to the craft: “[We] lived 
the aftermath of the war as we used 
to walk from our house to school 
and [would] see the militias stencil-
ling their logos.”

These encounters propelled 
them in a more positive direction, 
he said. “Our aim was to beautify 
the city after the war,” Omar Kab-
bani said. “We wanted Beirut to 
become an art museum that is open 
[to the public]. The walls are for 
free, you can walk around and see 
everything.”

Along with the Rek Crew and P+G 
crew, the graffiti artists set out to 

cover bullet-pierced walls and po-
litical posters with vibrant visual 
displays.

Ashekman’s works tackle many 
of Lebanese society’s inherent con-
flicts in playful ways. Apart from 
adorning walls with the faces of 
iconic Lebanese figures, including 
the likes of singers Sabah to Fairuz 
and Wadih El Safi, Grendizer, a Jap-
anese cartoon war robot, is a preva-
lent character in their work and is 
used to mock what they see as un-
reasoning allegiance to oppressive 
religious and political factions.

Comprised of countless Arabic 
letters, the robot’s head can be seen 
under a bridge, in Ashrafieh, one of 
the city’s oldest districts, with text 
in Arabic that reads: “The people’s 
champ”.

“I believe in him [Grendizer] 
more than any politician, president 
or leader,” Kabbani sarcastically as-
serts.

The city’s graffiti scene has flour-
ished with the emergence of a new 
wave of artists.

At only 22, Lebanese graffiti and 
calligraphy artist Yazan Halwani 
has been leaving elaborate murals 
across the city.

“It’s kind of an over-arching mes-
sage,” he said of his work. “At the 
end of the day, this city should be 
ours, not somebody else’s. I’m just 
telling people you can do some-
thing to reclaim the streets. I’m not 
superman, just a guy that paints a 
wall and acts on the city in a posi-
tive manner.” 

“I wanted to create murals that 
kind of defined being Lebanese or 
Arab, by painting the people who 
are not necessarily celebrities like 
most people think, but just people,” 
Halwani said, adding that these 
renditions reflect “the diary of the 
street itself”.

Some of Halwani’s portraits of 

familiar locals have included a re-
spected homeless man named Ali 
Abdallah, who died due to expo-
sure to the cold one winter night. 
More recently, on the side of a four-
storey building in Dortmund, Ger-
many, he commemorated a 12-year-
old Syrian flower seller by the name 
of Fares al-Khodor, who was killed 
in an air strike upon returning to  
Syria.

“At the end of the day I feel that 
when I paint a mural it is more or 
less of a conversation [that I have)] 
with where I am actually painting 
the wall. Whenever I find a place 
that has a nice context where a con-
versation can emerge, this is where 
I choose,” he added.

Perhaps one of Halwani’s more 
recognisable murals occupies a 
prime spot on Beirut’s famous 
Hamra Street on a landmark build-
ing that used to house the celebrat-
ed Horseshoe café, an epicentre for 
intellectuals and creative people. A 
stylised mural of the revered Leba-
nese singer Sabah can be seen cast-
ing a wide smile at the entrance of 
Hamra as tiny Arabic letters appear 
to seamlessly float around her.

Ameera Kawash, the artistic di-
rector of Artspace Hamra, a gallery 
and multidisciplinary space inside 
the building, explained: “We were 
very happy because we had just 
moved in and several artists also 
have their studios in the Horseshoe 

building. We knew it was going to 
have a lot of visual impact and re-
ally highlight the Horseshoe build-
ing as a landmark building with art.

“I think that graffiti at its roots is 
all about transforming neighbour-
hoods and making cultures seem 
more accessible and open to the 
public. “When you have Sabah, 
who is such a positive and iconic 
figure smiling down on Hamra, it 
definitely helps [represent] Hamra 
as a hub for arts and culture in Bei-
rut.”

Jimmy Dabbagh is a journalist 
based in Beirut and contributes 
cultural articles to The Arab 
Weekly.

Graffiti: Beirut’s creative pulse
Jimmy Dabbagh

The city’s graffiti 
scene has flourished 
with the emergence 
of a new wave of 
artists.

The graffiti artists 
set out to cover 
bullet-pierced walls 
and political posters 
with vibrant visual 
displays.

London

S 

yrian refugee children were 
given papers, pens and col-
oured pencils to draw pic-
tures of their memories. 
They came out with bright, 

colourful drawings reflecting hope 
and dreams, despite the terror of 
what they had fled.

The children at the Barike refu-
gee camp in Iraq’s Kurdistan had 
the chance to express their visions 
through drawings under the Colour-
ing the Dream Project developed by 
Rebwar Saeed, dean of Fine Arts at 
Sulaimani University, and his stu-
dents.

The drawings were displayed in a 
London exhibition of Kurdish art — 
Conflict and Hope: Art in Troubled 
Times, at the Ismaili Centre as part 
of the Nour Festival of Arts spon-
sored by the London’s Royal Bor-
ough of Kensington and Chelsea to 
shine a light on contemporary arts 
and culture from the Middle East.

“When I was a child, I was a refu-
gee in Iran so I had the same expe-
rience as the refugee children from 
Syria,” Saeed recalled in an inter-
view with The Arab Weekly. “It is 
like seeing your reflection in the 
mirror. That is what inspired me to 
create this historical art project.”

For Saeed, refugees are always 
passionate to find hope despite 
hardships and grief. “In these draw-
ings, the kids express all their hopes 
and imagination through bright 
colours and the way in which they 
draw beautiful nature, the sun and 

birds,” he said.
An outpouring of grief and sorrow 

is totally absent from the children’s 
art, he noted. “This is the power of 
art… to colour life even in the dark-
est times,” Saeed said. “It gives hope 
for the future and is certainly a part 
of therapy and a great way of seeing 
how the children express their feel-
ings through art. It is like a second 
language.”

The exhibition organised by Gu-
lan, a UK-based charity that pro-
motes Kurdish culture, also featured 
the works of Kurdish artists, includ-
ing Saeed and Jamal Penjweny.

Most of the Kurdish artists por-

trayed grim realities and heart-
wrenching works from the experi-
ences of ordinary people but the 
underlying message was that there 
is light at the end of every dark tun-
nel.

“Everybody can take pictures but 
not everybody can make pictures 
speak,” Penjweny said. “I go among 
the real people and I interpret their 
dreams which they don’t care to ex-
press. They are ordinary people liv-
ing in the shadow of war.”

In Penjweny’s Pink Dream series 
of photographs, a pink line drawing 
takes the reality of the black-and-
white picture and gives it a new di-

mension by expressing a dream.
“All the stories are ones of unhap-

piness, but instead of listening to 
their sad stories I want to give these 
people hope,” he said. “I don’t let 
them be sad which is everyday life 
for them, but create some sparks of 
happiness, some hope for a different 
future.”

Saeed’s Colouring Memories draws 
on his experiences when inspiration 
comes from dark times.

“My art tries to help make sense 
of people’s feelings during troubled 
times. To fight the darkness, I use 
bright colours. In the background of 
the pictures are patterns that reflect 
arabesque and other cultural sym-
bols. War destroys a people’s mate-
rial culture but these backgrounds 
show that culture is still there. The 
beauty of the past is saved and 
shared,” Saeed said.

Richard Wilding, Gulan’s artis-
tic director, displayed photographs 
from the Mam Al Yan camp in 
Aqrah, near the Iraqi Kurdish city 
of Dohuk, and from Father Nageeb’s 
Hotel in Erbil. The Dominican priest 
converted partially completed lux-
ury flats into a vertical camp hous-
ing refugees. The fight against the 
Islamic State ended the economic 
boom and the flats’ new residents 
reflect the plight of nearly 2 million 
refugees in Iraqi Kurdistan.

Mariwan Jalal, a mixed media art-
ist who specialises in prints and ce-
ramic works, takes a critical view of 
social, political and cultural issues. 
He says he is concerned about what 
he sees as the curse of oil and his art 
works reflect stories from the daily 
lives of the Kurdish people.

Ali Raza, who endured frequent 

aerial bombardment during his early 
life, has produced a stark represen-
tation of the consequences of the 
Anfal campaign of the extermina-
tion of the Kurds in northern Iraq in 
a large work, The Story of Sand.

The exhibition also featured the 
work of Syrian artist and architect 
Tareq Razzouk, who is studying hu-
manities at the Institute of Ismaili 
Studies in London.

“My paintings encapsulate com-
plex human feelings through sim-
plified lines and shapes with a lim-
ited palette of colours. Some of the 
works are an expression of my own 
personal escape from the place that 
was once my home and is now a 
world of conflict. Some of the paint-
ings are dramatic while others al-
low an accommodation of multiple 
interpretations. I want to inspire 
others to contemplate those broken 
lives,” Razzouk said.

According to Gulan trustee Sarah 
Panizzo, the exhibition is special 
because it shows not just the horror 
of what is happening in the Middle 
East but how people are coping, and 
managing to find hope and some-
thing positive. 

“They are showing through their 
art and colour, that there is hope for 
the future,” she said.

Karen Dabrowska is a 
London-based contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of The 
Arab Weekly.

Kurdish art exhibition highlights art by refugee children
Karen Dabrowska

“This is the power of 
art… to colour life 
even in the darkest 
times.”

A colourful drawing by a Syrian refugee child in a camp in Iraqi 
Kurdistan.

A man walks past a graffiti painted on a wall in the Lebanese capital Beirut.
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Muscat

O 

man’s Daymaniyat Is-
lands have rightfully 
earned their nickname 
The Aquarium. Located 
an easily accessible dis-

tance from Muscat, the archipelago 
is a nature reserve on UNESCO’s 
tentative list of world natural her-
itage sites and one of many div-
ing paradises along the sultanate’s 
1,700-kilometre coastline.

Over the past two decades, Oman 
has gradually opened its borders to 
travellers and is rapidly gaining a 
reputation for the quality and vari-
ety of its diving.

Boasting long stretches of un-
spoiled white sandy beaches and 
crystal-clear waters, it has 40 rec-
ognised diving spots spread out 
along the coast from Musandam 
peninsula, the country’s northern-
most province at the entrance of 
the Arabian Gulf, to Salalah in the 
southern Dhofar region bordering 
Yemen.

Many sites have been declared 
natural reserves, including the pen-
insula of Bar al-Hikman south of 
Muscat and the Hallaniyat Islands 
in Dhofar, hosting endangered spe-
cies such as green turtles and the 
Arabian humpbacked whale.

The Gulf of Oman and the Ara-
bian Sea are rich with coral reefs, 
making the area home to an ex-
traordinary habitat with a wide 
variety of sea creatures, according 
to environmental scientist Glyn 
Barrett.

“I did dive in a number of spec-
tacular places around the world 
such as the Great Barrier Reef in 
Australia, the Astrolabe Reef in 
Fiji and national parks in Thai-
land. Each one of these locations 
was special in its own right and the 

Daymaniyat Islands of Oman are 
certainly world class with a great 
diversity of colourful underwater 
life,” Barrett said.

While there are regional vari-
ations, Oman’s waters are best 
known for sting, eagle and torpedo 
rays, some species of reef sharks, a 
wide variety of moray eels, snake 
eels and lion and scorpion fish in 
addition to regular reef fish.

“There is certainly seasonal 
variation in activity and therefore 
possible sightings of charismatic 
marine life such as whale sharks, 
which are most active from July 
through to September,” Barrett 
said, noting, however, that “visibil-
ity is not at its clearest at this time, 
so corals won’t be as spectacular”.

“It depends on what you really 
want… Nevertheless, The Aquar-
ium diving site at Daymaniyat has 
never failed to fill me with awe.”

Divers of all experience levels 
can enjoy dive sites accessible from 
Muscat and the coastline to the 
south. Coral growth is generally ex-
ceptionally healthy, with different 
types of coral and plankton-rich 

waters that attract a large amount 
of marine life. There are few cur-
rents and dives range in depth from 
10 to 30 metres along coral-flanked 
stony walls.

Oman is increasingly gaining the 
reputation as the best destination 
for scuba diving in the region, host-
ing what has been listed as the fifth 
best diving site in the world at the 
Daymaniyat archipelago. The num-
ber of diving centres has grown 
substantially in the last few years 
as the water sport is becoming a 
popular pastime for residents and 
holidaymakers.

“Diving certainly seems to be 
taking off in Oman. There are al-
ready some really good Omani dive 
instructors who are professional 
and knowledgeable. As awareness 
of the environment continues to 
develop, there will definitely be an 
increase in Omani divers,” Barrett 
noted.

In addition to being available 
at different places along the coast 
from Musandam to Salalah, dive 
centre activities are fairly afford-
able, Barrett said.

“You can get away on a boat trip 
with two dives and all equipment 
together with snacks and good 
company for a little less than 50 
Omani riyals (about $130). Com-
pared to a number of other places 
in the world, this is a competitive 
price and certainly worth it,” he 
said.

Diving in Oman can be done 
throughout the year but for Oma-
ni diver Saeed al-Lamki, the best 
time is in May and August when 
water temperature is comfortable, 
though visibility is not the clearest.

“Compared to other diving sites, 
Oman has a richer feel to its reefs 
with many more colours as well 
as apparent variety of species. Al-
though this might not be statisti-
cally proven so… somehow that’s 
the feeling I have when diving 
here,” said Lamki, a radiologist.

Diving centres, he said, have 
been thriving as more people are 
interested in exploring Oman’s 
underwater wealth. “I think there 
is an increase in the number of di-
vers. It seems there are more and 
more Omanis talking about their 
diving experiences than before,” he 
said.

For Lamki, one of his best dives 
was at The Aquarium. “I have had a 
few exceptional experiences in my 
life, including an amazingly colour-
ful and vibrant dive at The Aquar-
ium; a shark dive in the Bahamas 
and a spectacular cave dive in Fiji,” 
he said.

Strong storms and typhoons that 
battered the Omani coast in the 
past three years have damaged a 
number of dive sites but Barrett as-
sures that the “corals were recover-
ing quickly”.

For him, the sheer amount of sea 
life and quality of vibrantly col-
oured corals on the reefs of Oman 
leave the most lasting impressions 
on the memories of most divers.

Khaled Abdel Malek is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in Oman.

Oman’s diving paradise
Khaled Abdel Malek

Acropora in Sifa near Muscat Yellow spotted nudibranch

Clown fish at Daymaniyat Islands, in Muscat.

Lion fish at the Cat Island diving area near Muscat.

Clam growing between coral

Oman is 
increasingly 
gaining the 
reputation as the 
best destination 
for scuba diving 
in the region.

Agenda

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

Beirut: 
Through December 17th

Nocturnes du Musée Sursock or 
Sursock Museum Late Nights 
takes place every Thursday from 
noon-9pm at the Sursock Mu-
seum in Beirut. The event varies 
by week with art exhibits, col-
lection displays, late-night talks, 
performances and screenings.

Dubai:  
Through December 19th

The Jumeirah Lake Tower Park 
hosts the third JLT Outdoor Cin-
ema experience, which allows 
guests to watch movies under 
the stars. Children and adults 
can enjoy free entry to watch a 
film each day in the open air JLT 
Park.

Dubai: 
Through April 9th

Global Village is the largest 
seasonal cultural extravaganza 
in the region. Visitors can enjoy 
an array of festivals, shopping 
and entertainment in an open-
air theme park. The entertain-
ment and shopping destination 
hosts more than 70 participating 
countries with presentations in 
more than three dozen pavil-
ions. 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 
the Middle East. In its 26th edi-
tion, the 2015 festival will take 
place in Tunis and other areas of 
Tunisia. A parallel programme 
includes world cinema show-
ings, Argentina cinema projec-
tions, seminars, debates and 
meetings. The 2015 Carthage 
Film Festival is a tribute to Ma-
noel de Oliveira, Nouri Bouzid, 
Essia Djabbar and others.

Beirut:
November 27th-December 10th

The 59th Beirut International 
Arab Book Fair takes place at 
the Beirut International Exhibi-
tion and Leisure Centre (BIEL) 
in downtown Beirut.  Publish-
ers and librarians will take part 
in the event. The book fair will 
host dozens of parallel events, 
including seminars and lectures 
on a wide range of topics, fiction 
and poetry readings along with 
ceremonies to honour writers.

Marrakech: 
December 4th-12th

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


