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Belgian soldiers patrol near
deserted terraces in Brussels. The city was on complete lockdown for four days
beginning November 21st
amid an “imminent threat”
of a Paris-style attack.
Schools and metro stations
were closed and hundreds
of armed police and soldiers patrolled the streets,
bringing life in the city to a
standstill. Security forces
launched more than 22 antiterror raids across the city,
making 16 arrests, although
suspected Paris attacks
gunman Salah Abdeslam
remained on the run. Two of
the Paris gunmen have ties
to Brussels’ now infamous
Molenbeek district. The
lockdown was partially
lifted November 25th with
schools and metro stations
reopening but a strong
armed security presence
remained on the streets.
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Turkey prepares for Russian
retaliation after jet incident
Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

T

urkey insists it was within its rights when it shot
down a Russian jet on
the Syrian border but the
action could have farreaching consequences in Ankara’s
relations with Moscow and further
complicate the diplomatic and military morass over Syria.
“This incident took place completely within rules of engagement
that were clear beforehand,” Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan said after Turkish F-16 jets
shot down a Russian SU-24 warplane near the southern Turkish
province of Hatay on November
24th.
Turkey and Russia are in opposing camps in the Syrian conflict,

with Ankara calling for an end to
the rule of President Bashar Assad
and Russia supporting the Syrian
leader. Before the downing of the
Russian jet, both countries were
determined to maintain good relations despite sharp differences
over Syria. The incident on the
border has shattered that tacit understanding.
Erdogan accused Russia of using the stated aim of fighting the
Islamic State (ISIS) militia as a
pretext to bomb other groups in

Any move by
Moscow to restrict
or stop the flow
of gas could
bring Turkey to a
standstill.

Syria, including moderate Syrian
Turkmen rebels, an ethnic group
linked to Turkey in north-western
Syria, where the Russian SU-24
was brought down.
Russian President Vladimir Putin accused Turkey of a “stab in the
back” and of helping terrorists in
Syria. Moscow suspended military
cooperation with Ankara and sent
a guided missile cruiser to the waters off the Syrian coast.
Erdogan signalled Turkey was
ready to overcome the crisis. “We
have no intention to escalate this
incident,” he said. “Turkey is not
on the side of tension, crisis and
hostility but has always stood on
the side of peace, dialogue and diplomacy.”
Retaliatory action by Russia
could hurt Turkey economically,
observers say. As Turkey is heavily dependent on Russian natural
gas for its energy needs, any move

by Moscow to restrict or stop the
flow of gas could bring Turkey to a
standstill.
“The Russians have 100% control” over gas supplies, the Hurriyet newspaper quoted an unnamed
representative of the natural gas
sector as saying. Another concern
for Ankara is a possible boycott
by Russian tourists, 4 million of
whom visit Turkey and its beaches
every year.
With so much at stake, Turkey
and Russia should try everything
they can to contain the crisis, Mehmet Barlas, a columnist close to
Erdogan, wrote in the Sabah newspaper. Both countries should not
“make the atmosphere of dialogue
and friendship a victim of the inability of an ignorant military pilot”.
Thomas Seibert is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in
Istanbul.

Tunis Diary

The day a bus was bombed in downtown Tunis
Michel Cousins

Tunis

I

t rained most of the day in Tunis. That meant it was almost
impossible to find a taxi in the
afternoon rush hour on Avenue
Mohamed V. Despite the rain,
there was no option but to walk
towards the clock tower some 2
km away, hoping I could find a taxi
along the way.
Suddenly, I heard an explosion.
It was loud and came from the direction of the clock tower. It was
exactly 16.58. People carried on
walking in the rain as if nothing had
happened.
I continued towards the clock
tower. Eight minutes later, police sirens were heard. One or two police
vehicles rushed past. Then another,
then a couple of fire trucks and the
first ambulance. It was beginning
to get dark and their flashing lights

could be seen ahead by the iconic
but closed-down Hotel du Lac.
Sirens began to fill the air, as more
police cars and ambulances sped
past. The first ambulances were

now heading in the opposite direction, presumably taking the wounded to hospital.
About 20 minutes after the explosion, I stood at the intersection of

Mohamed V and Rue Medhat Pacha, which runs along the side of
the empty hotel. The street lights
were not working, but the small
street was lit by a mass of flashing
blue and red lights. Armed police
blocked off the side street. A small
crowd had gathered, many taking
photos with their phones.

Suddenly, I heard
an explosion. It
was exactly 16.58.

Tunisian forensic police inspect the wreckage of a bus after the
November 24th bomb attack in Tunis.

“What happened?” I asked. Some
did not know. “A bomb,” said others. “It was a police bus,” a woman
standing next to me said. “Members
of the presidential security. All 15
have been killed.”
The toll was later put at 12 security guards dead and 20 wounded.
It was still raining but the crowd
was growing and starting to block
the avenue, which was now closed

off to traffic. The police started ordering people away. Calmly they
moved on. There was no sense of
danger or, at that point, even of
horror — even though the word
“Daesh”, an Arabic term for the Islamic State (ISIS) terror group, could
already be heard on people’s lips.
The crowd was calm.
“We need to move away from
here,” I said to two people I had
been talking to. “These people often
have a second bomb that goes off a
little later.”
We walked the couple of hundred
metres to a café. Inside, everyone
was quiet as if they did not know
what to think. Shock, emotion and
anger had not yet sunk in.
I went off to look for a taxi. It was
still raining.
Michel Cousins is the
editor-in-chief of the Libya
Herald.
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Jihadist bombing in capital
city centre stuns Tunisia
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

A

n
explosion
ripped
through a bus carrying
presidential troops in the
heart of the Tunis, killing
at least 12 members of the
elite force and marking a shift in the
battleground between government
forces and jihadists from mountainous areas into cities.
The bombing, described by authorities as a terrorist attack, cast
a pall of shock and sadness on a
mostly deserted Tunis centre that
was teeming with people minutes
before the blast struck around 5pm
November 24th.
Security experts said an attack of
this nature was widely expected following Paris’s bloody rampage and
Bamako’s hotel massacre as well as
the dismantling of a terrorist cell
that was readying bomb attacks in
Sousse, 149 km south of Tunis. Tunisian police had recently detained
a would-be suicide bomber in Tunis.
But few expected jihadists to
target presidential guards tasked
with protecting the country’s political leadership or the location they
chose to carry out the attacks — close
to the Interior and Tourism ministries as well as main banks, including the Central Bank, and few yards
away from the landmark Bourguiba
Avenue, which was crowded with
people attending the Carthage Film
Festival.
The blast in central Tunis came

after two attacks earlier in 2015 in
which 60 people, most of them foreign tourists, were killed and that
wreaked havoc on the key tourism
industry.
Tunisian President Beji Caid Essebsi declared a 30-day state of
emergency across the country and
imposed an overnight curfew on the
Tunis metropolitan area. He convened an emergency meeting of the
security council on November 25th,
which decided to close Tunisia’s
border with its southern neighbour,
Libya, for a period of 15 days.

According to a
security union
official, the attack
was carried out by a
suicide bomber.
Speaking on national television,
Caid Essebsi said Tunisia was at war
against terrorism as part of global
fight against jihadist groups.
Caid Essebsi did not repeat the
grim assessment he made when he
addressed his countrymen in June
after the Sousse attack and said the
Tunisian state would collapse if it
were to face a similar attack. This
time, he sounded confident the
“fear will be brought to the terrorist
camp”.
“I want to reassure the Tunisian
people that we will vanquish terrorism,” he said.
The Islamic State (ISIS) claimed
responsibility for the suicide bombing on November 25th.

The attack was carried out by a
suicide bomber, according to a security union official.
“Based on the preliminary details,
the attacker was wearing a bag on
his back. He blew himself up just
getting into the door of the bus with
military explosives,” Hichem Gharbi, a presidential security union official, told a local radio station.
Police cordoned off the bombing
site to keep back onlookers while
ambulances rushed to the scene,
evacuating the dead and wounded.
Tunisian Prime Minister Habib Essid and Interior Minister Najem
Gharsalli visited the scene of the attack amid tight security.
The attack came days after authorities increased security to shield
patrons and foreign visitors during
the 26th Carthage Film Festival,
which is a showcase for the Arab and
African film industry.
Festival Director Ibrahim Letaief
said the event, which opened November 21st — about a week after
jihadist attacks in Paris left 130 people dead — is an “antidote to violence”, as film “tears away the veil
of darkness and is the guarantor of
the greatest victory over terrorism”.
Culture Minister Latifa Lakhdar
echoed that sentiment, saying: “Creativity is the greatest way to mark
our attachment to life and our battle against those people who would
destroy even the most elementary
principles of life.”
The killing of the presidential
guards comes just a few weeks before Tunisian civil society members
were to receive the Nobel Peace

Prize in Oslo for their role in facilitating a peaceful democratic transition.
US Secretary of State John Kerry,
visiting Tunis earlier in November,
pledged increased economic and security aid for Tunisia to help it ward
off jihadist threats at home and from

across the border with Libya, where
ISIS is reportedly training Tunisian
recruits.
Lamine Ghanmi is a veteran
Reuters journalist. He has covered
North Africa for decades and is
based in Tunis.

For Europe, no hiding place from ISIS death squads
James Bruce

Beirut

A

s Europe braces for more
attacks by the Islamic
State (ISIS) in the aftermath of the November
13th slaughter in Paris —
and possibly even a killing contest
between ISIS and its ideological rival al-Qaeda — the West, along with
Russia, is having to come to terms
with a harsh new reality: There is no
hiding place from the jihadist death
squads.
Brussels had been for days in an
unprecedented lockdown as security authorities have been trying
to track down jihadists, veterans
of the conflicts in Syria and Iraq or
home-grown, after Belgian Prime
Minister Charles Michel warned
that there was a “serious and imminent” threat of Paris-style gun and
suicide bomber attacks in the city.
But the primary objective of a

whirlwind of police raids throughout Belgium, Salah Abdeslam, a
26-year-old Belgian and one of the
Paris attackers, remained elusive.
He hails from the grimy Molenbeek
quarter of Brussels, a hotbed of
radical Islamist activity where the
French intelligence service says the
Paris massacres were planned.

More than

1,200

European jihadists have
returned from the wars
in Syria and Iraq.
At least some of the weapons and
explosives used in the Paris attacks
were apparently acquired from a
thriving illegal weapons business in
Molenbeek, close to Brussels’ main
railway terminal.
How known jihadists were able

The main train station in the centre of Brussels on November 22nd.

to operate and arm themselves under the noses of Belgian security
authorities is one of the key unanswered questions of the bloodbath
in Paris and it points to a series of
serious intelligence failures that led
up to the horrors of November 13th.
For the French, who have been
battling Islamic terrorism in various
guises since the 1980s, the failure
seems to be not acting on massive
amount of data on known and suspected activists they have accumulated over the years.
Security authorities in Iraq and
Turkey alerted Paris about potential attacks or about the return to
France of Syrian war veteran Omar
Ismail Mostefai, one of the Paris
attackers who was killed, weeks
before November 13th, but these
warnings were ignored.
It must be acknowledged that
the French intelligence service has
11,000 known or suspected activists in its databases, but only 500600 operatives to keep them under
round-the-clock surveillance.

Keeping tabs on one person needs
30-40 watchers and clearly the
French service simply didn’t have
the manpower for such operations.
The arithmetic of this deadly
equation pretty much says it all.
As many as 30,000 foreign fighters from 100 countries, many of
them marginalised and disaffected
European Muslims, have gone to
Syria and Iraq to fight with jihadist
groups since 2011, according to the
Global Terrorism Index compiled by
the Sydney-based Institute for Economics and Peace think-tank.
In the last two years, more than
1,200 European jihadis have returned from the wars in Syria and
Iraq. They included all four French
Muslims who killed themselves
with bombs on Bloody Friday and
another now on the run.
But that said, the French did
know about Mostefai and two more
of the suicide attackers, Abelhamid
Abaaoud, the alleged mastermind
of Moroccan descent and partner
of two jihadis killed in Belgium in
January, and Sami Amimour, who
was detained in 2012 on suspicion
of having terrorist links.
Abaaoud, linked to several other terrorist operations including
a failed attempt to slaughter
passengers on a high-speed
train between Amsterdam
and Paris in August, was
literally shot to pieces in a
ferocious gun battle with
French police commandos on November 18th.
Another serious failure was the lack of communication between the
intelligence services around
Europe, and with their counterparts in the United States
and the Middle East, particularly Turkey whose intelligence service has shady links
with jihadists.
And the French seem to
have ignored their long and
troubled history with
Algeria, which won its
independence in a brutal 1956-62 war whose
violence extended to

mainland France and which has infected several waves of Arab terrorism since then, including the present atrocities.
Mostefai, among others, was a scion of France’s million-plus, largely
marginalised, Algerian community.
So were the Kouachi brothers, Said
and Cherif, who killed Charlie Hebdo journalists in Paris in January.
November 13th shocked Western
Europe out of its complacent belief that, as Financial Times commentator Philip Stevens observed,
“political pluralism would become
the default system of governance…
the international order would be
remade in the image of European
multilateralism.”

At least some of the
weapons and
explosives used in
the Paris attacks
were apparently
acquired from
Molenbeek.
But, if the intelligence failures
may be rectified in part by longwithheld infusions of funding, the
prospect of the intellectual failures to recognise the threat posed
by Muslims driven to savagery by
Europe’s indifference at home and
abroad being rectified seems remote as French President François
Hollande declares war on the ISIS
caliphate, tackling the symptoms
rather than the causes of this ferocious phenomenon.
“Fighting an insurgency requires
a lot more people than terrorism
does,” observed terrorism expert
Emma Graham-Harrison. “If the
ISIS state falls, especially to an outside invasion force, the short- to
medium-term result will likely be a
massive wave of terrorist attacks.”
James Bruce has written
extensively on Middle Eastern
security issues for publications
such as Jane’s Intelligence Review
and Jane’s Defence Weekly. He
lives in Beirut.
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Muslims among victims of Paris attacks
The Arab Weekly staff

Paris

K

“

illing any human is
killing all mankind.
Saving any human is
saving all mankind,”
a group of French
Muslims, who joined mourners at
the Place de la Republique in Paris,
chanted in the wake of the Islamic
State’s brutal attack on the French
capital.
“Unite against brutality. Unite for
humanity,” they chanted, shoulder
to shoulder with French nationals
of all religions, just as French Muslims died alongside their countrymen of other religions in ISIS’s indiscriminate November 13th attack.
Among the 130 killed in the attack were two sisters celebrating a
birthday, a young architect, a talented violinist, a receptionist and a
shop assistant.
What did they have in common?
They were all Muslims. ISIS’s bullets and suicide bombs do not take
religion into account. ISIS, its gunmen and suicide bombers, engage
in wholesale slaughter.

Halima and
Houda Saadi are two
French-born sisters
of Tunisian origin.
Although Muslims were a minority of those killed in Paris, historically Muslims are the greatest
number of victims of jihadist attacks perpetrated by groups such
as al-Qaeda and ISIS. These takfiri
groups view Muslims who belong
to different sects — such as Shias or
Sufis — or even those who follow a
different interpretation of Sunni Islam as heretics.
“ISIS has been killing Muslims

by the thousands for years in Africa and the Middle East,” Yasser
Louati, spokesman for the Collective against Islamophobia in France
(CCIF), told Reuters.
“Now they’re killing Muslims
here in France. The world ‘Islamic’
in their name is only a pretext for
their ideology. Look at the series of
attacks they’ve made. There’s no
end,” he said.

“He was killed
as he sat on the
terrace of the
Carillo bar.”
There are approximately 5 million
Muslims in France — about 7.5% of
the population. That is close to the
same proportion of Muslims killed
in the Paris attacks based on identification by family and friends, as
well as the surnames of those on
the official list of victims.
Halima and Houda Saadi, two
French-born sisters of Tunisian
origin, were celebrating a friend’s
birthday at La Belle Equipe café.
Houda, 35, had recently been promoted as the café’s manager, and
her sister Halima, 37, was on a short
visit.
Seated outside on the terrace,
they were among 19 victims killed
when an ISIS gunman indiscriminately sprayed bullets in their direction. Paris is known for its café
culture, with bars and restaurants
boasting outdoor terraces for patrons.
“We’re just citizens like everyone
else, who love our family and people,” their brother Abdallah Saadi
said in the wake of the attack.
“We are all inhabitants of this
planet and we need to fight for each
other and help each other.”
Amine Ibnolmobarak, 29, grew
up in Morocco and went to Paris to
study architecture. He was a teach-

Muslim women observe a minute of silence at the Assalam Mosque of Nantes, France.
er at Paris’s ENSA Paris-Malaquais
architecture school — the same
institution from which he graduated and, inspired by his religion,
conducted graduate studies on the
Muslim pilgrimage to Mecca. He
was killed as he sat on the terrace
of the Carillo bar. His wife Maya suffered critical wounds.
“Amine was the quintessential
young Muslim intellectual. He
was concerned with spreading the
peaceful values of his religion,” his
former professor Jean Attali wrote
on Facebook.
The list goes on: Elif Dogan,
daughter of a Turkish shop-owner
in Belgium, only moved to Paris

four months ago. “We worried
something like this could happen in
Turkey, [but] we lost our daughter
in one of the leading cities of the
world,” her father Kemal Dogan lamented to Turkey’s Hurriyet newspaper. She lived on the same street
as the Bataclan concert, where dozens were killed.
Musician Kheireddine Sahbi,
29, grew up in Algiers. He moved
to Paris to study at the Sorbonne.
He was walking home in Paris’s
10th arrondissement when he was
caught up in the ISIS attack. A violinist, he was known for his love of
traditional Algerian music, sharing
this at every opportunity with his

new friends in Paris.
There were others: French-Malian Asta Diakite, Egyptian Salah
Emad Al-Jabali, Djamila Houd — the
daughter of Algerian immigrants
and wife of the Jewish owner of La
Belle Equippe.
In the end, those who were murdered in the ISIS attacks on the 10th
and 11th arrondissements in Paris
died as they lived — side by side
with neighbours of different religious and ethnic backgrounds.
In the piles of flowers and candles
left in tribute outside La Belle Equipe one fluttering message reads:
“We are Muslims. You are terrorists
and imposters.”

Paris attacks put spotlight on Turkey’s ‘terror tourists’
Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

T

urkey is urging its European partners to do more
to stop Islamist militants
from travelling to and
from Syria following the
arrest of a man suspected of helping the attackers who killed 130
people in Paris on November 13th.
“Intelligence sharing is absolutely necessary if the international
community wants to combat terrorism,” a Turkish government
official said by email, commenting on condition of anonymity in
line with government protocol.
His statement came after police in
the southern resort of Antalya detained Ahmed Dahmani, a 26-yearold Belgian of Moroccan descent
who is accused of helping the Paris
group.
Dahmani’s detention on November 16th was the result of a
coincidence, not of international
cooperation between intelligence
services in Turkey and Europe.
Turkey, which shares a 900-km
border with Syria, is the most important staging post for foreign
militants joining the Islamic State
(ISIS) and other extremist groups.
Most EU citizens do not need a visa
to travel to Turkey.
The case of Dahmani throws a
spotlight on the travel routes of
ISIS suspects to and from Syria. He
is accused of having been in contact with the Paris attackers and
might have scouted locations of
the attacks.
Police in Antalya stopped a car
with two Syrians on November
16th during vehicle checks ordered
as part of security measures for the
Group of 20 summit. Reports said
the Syrians carried a fake passport
for a third man. After questioning

the pair and going through text
messages on their mobile phones,
investigators concluded the Syrians represented a kind of welcoming committee that had travelled to
Antalya from Syria to guide Dahmani back to ISIS territory.
Based on those findings, police
arrested Dahmani at a hotel in
Antalya. All three men were put
into pre-trial detention and France
reportedly asked for Dahmani to be

extradited.
According to the Turkish official,
Dahmani flew to Turkey from Amsterdam on November 14th, the
day after the Paris attacks. “The security forces stated that Dahmani is
an ISIS militant who was preparing
to illegally cross the Turkish-Syrian
border,” the official said. “There is
no record of the Belgian authorities having warned Turkey about
Dahmani, which is why there was

Turkish police office escorting Ahmed Dahmani after his arrest in
Antalya, Turkey, on November 20th.

no entry ban.”
Islamist militants with EU passports have found it easy to travel
via Turkey to or from Syria. As Turkey hosts some 30 million tourists
every year, mostly from Western
Europe, it is difficult for authorities
to identify potential “terror tourists”, as they have been dubbed by
the press.
The Turkish official said more
than 26,600 people have been
banned from entering Turkey after
foreign law enforcement and intelligence services warned Turkish
authorities about potential militants from their countries. “Roughly 50% of the no-entry list consists
of the nationals of Middle Eastern
and North African countries,” the
official said. “Citizens of North
American and Western European
countries comprise another 25% of
the list.”
Several thousand foreigners have
been deported after being detained
at the Syrian border or after being
spotted by special police units at
Turkish airports. In recent weeks,
about 50 Moroccans were sent back
to their country from Istanbul’s
Ataturk airport after investigators
concluded they were on their way
to Syria.
But the level of cooperation is not
where it should be to be truly effective, Turkey says. “Had the Belgian
authorities alerted us in due time,
Dahmani could have been apprehended at the airport,” the official
said by mail. “We urge our allies to
continue sharing information with
us.”
In January, Turkish police detained Brahim Abdeslam, a Belgian
national and one of the attackers
who set off a suicide vest in Paris.
At the time, Turkish authorities told
Belgium that Abdeslam was suspected of wanting to join ISIS but
Abdeslam was released after being
sent back to Belgium.

“Unfortunately, intelligence sharing does not find a sufficient response from time to time,” Omer
Celik, spokesman of the ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP),
told Turkish state broadcaster TRT.
Turkish officials also said they
had warned their French counterparts about ISIS suspect Omar Ismail
Mostefei, another Paris bomber, in
2014 and this past summer, without
hearing back from France until after
the November 13th attacks.

The case of Dahmani
throws a spotlight
on the travel routes
of ISIS suspects to
and from Syria.
One of the reasons that people
such as Mostefei slip through the
net is that intelligence services in
Turkey and Europe are confronted
with thousands of potential extremists who can travel without border
checks within Europe’s Schengen
zone and can take a flight to or from
Turkey any time.
According to news reports and
figures provided by officials, about
760 Germans, 500 French citizens,
350 Belgians and about 100 Spanish citizens have travelled to Syria
to fight for ISIS. Hundreds have returned to their home countries and
could pose a security threat, officials say.
Abdelhamid Abaaoud, the suspected leader of the Paris attackers
who was killed during a police raid
November 18th, fled from Belgium
to Syria after a police raid in January.
He returned to Belgium although
intelligence services were on the
look-out for him. “If Abaaoud could
go from Syria to Europe, that means
there are failings in the entire European system,” French Foreign Minister Laurent Fabius said.
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Hitting ISIS where it hurts
US-led coalition trying to halt the terrorist organisation’s oil sales
Vagif G. Sharifov

Baku

I

n the aftermath of the terrorist attacks on Paris and amid
promises from the terror
group of more strikes to follow, Western powers, as well
as Russia and China, have agreed
to step up efforts to eradicate the
threat of the Islamic State (ISIS),
the group that claimed responsibility for the attacks.
Yet most countries are reluctant
to deploy ground troops against
ISIS and continue to attack militant targets only from the air. For
now, at least, the Russians who are
present in Syria have limited their
actions to air strikes and cruise
missiles fired from vessels in the
Caspian and Mediterranean seas.
The United States is undertaking
a more aggressive approach by targeting ISIS where it is going to hurt
the most: trying to stop its lucrative oil sales, which bring in about
$40 million a month, according to
Reuters. ISIS’s oil production and
exportation expanded as its territory grew. Much of the exporting is
done on the black market through
Turkey using tanker trucks. The
United States is now targeting
those trucks.

The US military said
it had destroyed 283
tanker trucks used
to transport oil from
fields controlled by
ISIS.
ISIS uses existing oil infrastructure under its control as the militants conquer new territory. The
group has kept on many of the
technicians and workers in the oil

industry. There are rumours that
some Syrian oil has been sold back
to the Syrian government.
Depriving ISIS of its revenues,
particularly oil revenues, will certainly go a long way to hurting the
militants’ ability to pay its troops
and finance a war it has declared
on practically the entire world.

Lucrative oil sales,
bring in about $40
million a month.
True, ISIS has other sources of
revenue, such as theft of cattle,
selling Western passports that belong to the fighters who joined ISIS
from Europe and North America;
holding hostages for ransom and
levying of taxes from residents in
the area they control.
The militants are also accused of
human trafficking and, according
to a CNN report, the trade in human organs.
Reports from Western sources
say the Pentagon is focused on oil
and oil products, including trucks
used to transport such goods. Despite the current low price of oil,
ISIS still undercuts established
producers, allowing it to easily find
outlets for its stolen oil.
The US military said it had destroyed 283 tanker trucks used
to transport oil from fields controlled by ISIS in eastern Syria in
air strikes conducted by four A-10
attack planes and two AC-130 gunships on November 21st. The attacks followed similar air strikes
on November 15th that destroyed
116 tanker trucks. The US military
had previously refrained from attacking oil tanker trucks for fear of
causing civilian casualties, but had
dropped leaflets an hour before the
November 15th strikes warning of
an impending attack.
The depreciating price of oil

Destruction at Beiji oil refinery after military operations, some 250 kilometres north of Baghdad,
Iraq.
has helped the United States in
this long fight against the terrorist
group, which is forced to sell below
market rates
Normally ISIS would increase
production to make up for any
deficit. But to extract more oil,
the militants would have to make
major investments in infrastructure. And in view of the current
political situation, with the entire

world community standing against
ISIS, it is uncertain the terrorist organisation will even be around this
time next year
One can imagine how difficult counterterrorism operations
would be if a barrel of oil was
$100-$110 but a large number of
financial institutions see prices of
$50-$60 for a barrel of Brent and
$50-$52 the Barrel for West Texas

Intermediate in 2016.
For the moment the United
States is trying to avoid destroying
oil installations, such as the wells
and the refineries, keeping in mind
that once the war is over Syria will
need its oil revenue to help rebuild.
Vagif G. Sharifov is a Baku-based
specialist in the energy and oil
markets.

Is an assault on Raqqa in the offing?
Ahmad Ramadan

Northern Syria

T

“

heir bombardment is
futile. It will not make
much difference. The
coalition planes have
been hitting Raqqa for
more than a year in addition to the
regime and the Russians lately but
they did not defeat Daesh.”
The comment by Raqqa resident
Mohamad Abou Fares, using an
Arabic term for the Islamic State
(ISIS), came after the US-led coalition, France and Russia intensified
air strikes on ISIS’s de facto capital
in Syria in response to the deadly
terrorist attacks in Paris and the
bombing of a Russian passenger
plane over Egypt.
“It (ISIS) will not be defeated because there are parties and countries that want it to stay in order to
serve their interests,” the 60-yearold former government employee
said.
“Had the United States been serious about eliminating Daesh, the
group would have been wiped out
in days. The same applies to the regime but the bastard child, which
expanded geographically in Syria
and Iraq, is nurtured by many, including the Syrian regime, Turkey
and the coalition,” he said.
Abou Fares has adamantly refused to leave his home in Raqqa
city after his family had fled in the
wake of the latest heavy bombardment from the air and by cruise
missiles launched from Russian
warships. “I have witnessed all the
blitzes that Raqqa has sustained

since it was captured by ISIS… All
that will not work,” he said.
Since November 14th, France
and Russia have stepped up air offences, pounding suspected ISIS
targets in Raqqa with tens of daily
strikes that have caused massive
destruction and casualties among
militants and civilians.
A medical source in Raqqa, who
spoke on condition of anonymity,
said at least 70 civilians have been
killed and 300 injured in the first
days of the blitz. “I believe that
casualties among the militants
did not exceed a few dozens,” the
source said. “It is hard to know the
exact number because they transport their dead and wounded to
their own private centres.”

According to activists in Raqqa,
known ISIS bases in the city have
long been destroyed by regime and
coalition air strikes and no obvious
centres are being used by the militants, who have taken measures
to be not detected by surveillance
planes. “They stopped travelling
around the city in convoys and
moved into residential neighbourhoods in empty houses abandoned
by people who fled Raqqa earlier,
to minimise chances of being located,” one activist said.
Yasser Abu Ahmad, a former Syrian army officer from Raqqa who
fled to Turkey in August, said ISIS
has banned residents from leaving the city unless they provide
convincing justification and on

A member of the Islamic State group’s vice police known as Hisba,
right, reads a verdict handed down by an Islamic court sentencing
many they accused of adultery to lashing, in Raqqa City, Syria.

condition they cannot take any
possessions with them. “Those
who sneak out secretly are dispossessed of their belongings and
properties. Only families seeking
shelter in Deir ez-Zor and Iraq are
free to leave since they would be
staying within the borders of the
Islamic State,” said Abu Ahmad,
who spoke on condition that he
was identified by this pseudonym.
But fear gripping the northern
Syrian city’s residents forced thousands to flee to villages in rural
Raqqa province, as ISIS stepped up
security measures in the city.
“In addition to the eight checkpoints at the entrances of Raqqa,
the group deployed more than 50
roadblocks across the city, searching, in particular, Raqqa natives
whom they suspect to be dormant
cells of the Free Syrian Army and
the regime,” said activist Mohamad Abou Ammar.
“Militants have carried out several raids in Rmeileh district in
the north-eastern part of the city
lately, rounding up tens of young
men they suspect of acting against
them,” added Abou Ammar.
While Raqqa’s original population of 500,000 is believed to have
dropped to less than 200,000 after ISIS captured the city in early
2014, newcomers are estimated at
more than 600,000. These include
pro-ISIS Syrians from other regions
and some 20,000 foreign militants
and their families, mostly from the
Maghreb, the Gulf states, Egypt,
central Asia and European countries.
The growing tension and nervousness in Raqqa since airstrikes
escalated is also fuelled by antici-

pation of possible assault on the
city by US-backed rebel groups, including an Arab-Kurdish coalition,
the Democratic Forces of Syria and
the Army of Tribes, according to a
rebel field commander who spoke
on condition of anonymity.

Since November
14th, France and
Russia have stepped
up air offences.
“We are only 50 kilometres away
from Raqqa, a distance that we can
cross in a few hours. All we need
is an air cover by coalition forces
because we have dormant cells
inside the city that are capable of
making openings to facilitate our
advance,” the commander said.
“I believe there will no big battles, as we expect the terror group
to pull back towards Deir ez-Zor
because if they resist thousands
of their militants and supporters,
whether Syrians or foreigners,
would be eradicated,” he added.
Raqqa’s inhabitants, however,
have little hope of an imminent
liberation, expressing little confidence in international efforts to
combat ISIS. “We strongly believe
that French planes, and before
them the Russians, are merely putting up a show by targeting what
has been targeted already and destroying the destroyed,” said Abu
Ahmad.
Ahmad Ramadan, a pseudonym
used for safety reasons,
is a reporter in northern Syria
who contributes to The Arab
Weekly.
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Kurdish-Arab
coalition emerging
as ground force
v ISIS
Abdulrahman al-Masri

Ottawa

A

hope for countering
the Islamic State (ISIS)
has emerged through a
new US-backed formation of rebels in Syria. A
coalition of Kurdish and Arab rebel
groups formed in the province of
Hasakah in mid-October, with the
aim of fighting ISIS in north-eastern
Syria.
Opposition groups in Aleppo and
Idlib have voiced a readiness to join
the coalition, increasing the possibility for the combined forces to
become a significant ground force
in Syria.
Days after the group’s emergence, US President Barack Obama
reversed his long-standing refusal
to put boots on the ground in Syria.
Obama authorised the Pentagon to
send special operations forces to
“train, advise, and assist” rebels,
believed to be the new Kurdish-Arab coalition, the Syrian Democratic
Forces (SDF).

The YPG has proven,
to some extent, to be
the most organised
armed group in the
Syrian conflict.
This coalition, which marks an
unusual unity among the Syrian
armed factions to counter the expansion of ISIS, likely aims to challenge the terror group in Deir ez-Zor
and Hasakah provinces on Syria’s
eastern and north-eastern borders.
The newly formed alliance includes the prominent Kurdish militia, the People’s Protection Units

(YPG); the Syrian Army defectors
group, the New Syrian Army; and
the Arab Sunni tribal insurgency,
the Raqqa Revolutionaries Front,
alongside small Assyrian and
Turkmen contingents. The force
initiated its first coordinated mission against ISIS in late October. A
coalition spokesman told Agence
France-Presse that it received air
support from the US-led anti-ISIS
coalition.
“It would be wise not to demand
too much of them and overburden
them,” said Yezid Sayigh, senior associate at the Carnegie Middle East
Center in Beirut. Even with the considerable air support from the coalition, says Sayigh, “These forces are
not yet strong enough on their own
to dislodge… [ISIS].”
Sayigh pointed out that the
strongest contingent of the SDF coalition is Kurdish and, if the group
extends into non-Kurdish controlled areas, “it risks losing Arab
support”.
Tensions between Arab and
Kurdish Syrians have been present
for quite a while. Since Kurdish factions, mainly the YPG, gained control over northern parts of Syria in
mid-2013, the fear of Kurdish separatism has increased.
Since the beginning of the Syrian
crisis, the United States has tried
to find a “capable” ground force to
back in the fight against the Assad
regime and extremists. Washington
has not been successful in establishing strong and reliable allies on
the ground. The YPG has proven,
to some extent, to be the most organised armed group in the Syrian
conflict.
But according to a Human Rights
Watch report, Kurdish authorities
in north-eastern Syria have reportedly committed abuses in areas

Kurdish fighters from the People’s Protection Units (YPG) gather around the al-Khatoniyah lake area
in Hasakah province, Syria, on November 14th.
where they control non-Kurdish
residents, including Arab and Turkmen communities. Prior to the SDF
creation, Turkmen Syrian rebel
groups debated whether to fight
the Kurdish YPG. The YPG strongly
denies the charges made in the Human Rights Watch report.
Henri Barkey, the director of
the Middle East Programme at the
Woodrow Wilson Center in Washington, shares Sayigh’s concern for
backlash if the Kurds overextend
the territory they control.
“It is important to ensure that
Syrian Kurds do not control territory beyond their own region so
as not to sow the seeds of distrust
for the post-Assad period,” Barkey
said. “They need to show that they
can help liberate territory without
having any intention to control it or
subjugate populations.”
While the United States has demonstrated support for the Kurds,

Turkey continues to oppose any expansion of the YPG on its southern
borders. Ankara considers the YPG
and its political wing, the Democratic Union Party (PYD), to be terrorist groups due to their links with
the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK),
a group that Turkey has been in
conflict with for 30 years.

“They need to show
that they can help
liberate territory
without having any
intention to control
it or subjugate
populations.”
Some have argued that the SDF
Kurdish-Arab cooperation was orchestrated by the United States in
order to compromise with its NATO
ally Turkey. The Arab forces of the

SDF coalition are believed to be
those who participated in the US
train-and-equip programme in Jordan.
Renad Mansour, a fellow and researcher on Kurdish affairs at the
Carnegie Middle East Center, argues that the new force could be
effective in its present form, as the
Kurdish and Arab groups combined
“present a viable alternative capable and bent on fighting both…
[ISIS] and the regime.”
Mansour explains that the groups
are working to overcome their differences and compromise to fight a
common enemy. “Today, both sides
are attempting to develop their
strategic foresight,” he said.
Abdulrahman al-Masri covers
politics and news in the Middle
East and Syria in particular. He
can be followed on Twitter:
@AbdulrhmanMasri.

In Syria, the ‘West’s darling’ is not so loved

View poi nt

Gareth Smyth

I

n October 2011, Khaled
Yacoub Oweis, then a Reuters
correspondent, reached the
leading Syrian Kurdish figure,
Mashaal Tammo, by telephone in Qamishli. “He’d
survived one assassination
attempt,” Oweis recalls. “But he
told me, ‘I’m a dead man.’ Gunmen
had followed him. He said they
were PYD or PKK, but it doesn’t
matter, he insisted, it’s the regime
behind it.”
The PYD is the Kurdish Democratic Union Party, formed in Syria in
2003, and the PKK is the older Kurdistan Workers’ Party, the originally
Turkey-based parent of the PYD.
The “regime” is that of President
Bashar Assad, now almost five years
into a revolt-cum-war that has cost
perhaps 250,000 lives and provoked
Europe’s biggest refugee crisis since
the second world war.
Just days after the telephone
call, Tammo was killed. Four years
later Oweis, now a visiting fellow at
the German Institute for Security
and International Affairs (Stiftung
Wissenschaft und Politik, SWP)
in Berlin, published a paper on

Bashar Assad helped the
PYD and rehabilitated it
militarily to create the
mess we’re in now.

October 20th rubbishing any notion
that the PYD offers Western powers
a way to curb the Islamic State (ISIS)
or relieve Europe’s swelling refugee
migration crisis.
In the paper entitled The West’s
Darling in Syria, Oweis argues that
while the PYD is skilful in its propaganda, highlighting in the West its
“progressive” approach to women,
it has “not only silenced other Kurdish voices” such as Tammo, but has
“been accused of ethnic cleansing in
villages and towns inhabited mainly
by Arabs, and … [also] maintains
cooperation with the Assad regime.”
The belief gaining ground in
Washington that the PYD, which
controls three self-ruled “cantons”
in northern Syria, should be assisted to gain territory from ISIS is
short-sighted, Oweis told The Arab
Weekly.
“It’s like the old Kissinger theory
of aligning with the minorities, in
this case whitewashing the PYD. US
Secretary of State [John] Kerry says
it’s different to the PKK, but in fact
it’s a subsidiary.”
An Amnesty International report
released on October 13th accuses
the PYD of war crimes, including
razing villages but has produced
no strong Western condemnation.
“This means there’s no message
from the West to the Syrian Sunnis in revolt against Assad [whose
regime is led by members of the Alawite sect] that the West are serious
about stopping Kurdish encroachment on their territory,” said Oweis.
“If you look at social media, you’ll

see a rising Kurdish chauvinism in
which anyone who criticises the
PYD rationally faces verbal abuse or
worse.”
Oweis’ paper traces cooperation
between the PKK and the Assad
regime to the 1980s when the PKK
launched a war against Turkey for
Kurdish secession, although Hafez
Assad subsequently came under
threat from Ankara and in 1998
curbed the PKK and expelled its
leader Abdullah Ocalan. The paper
also depicts a tactic used by Assad
when revolt broke out in Syria in
March 2011.
“The Assad regime moved to
strengthen its former PKK clients,”
Oweis wrote. “Assad’s support for
the PYD rekindled Turkish fears
of a Kurdish state but it appeared
primarily to be a means of undermining the non-violent core of the
revolt and build up militia that
could be allied to Assad.
“By the middle of 2011, dozens of
PKK operatives had been released
from prison… The PKK militia’s new
local recruits, including women,
helped the PYD act as enforcers
for Assad… Following Tammo’s
assassination, a string of activists
who publicly opposed the PYD were
beaten, killed, or disappeared, with
the PYD always denying responsibility.”
Oweis said that the PYD should
have a role in Syria once Assad falls
but only alongside other Syrian
Kurds, including those allied to
Masoud Barzani, the Iraqi Kurdish
leader, and independents like the

To see Syria,
including
the Kurds,
solely in
sectarian
terms is
a costly
mistake.

late Mashaal Tammo who stress the
value of Kurdish integration in Syrian society.
Oweis said that for the PYD to
control the Kurdish movement
would be a recipe for separatism,
“civil war in Turkey” and rising
Arab support for ISIS and other extremists. For the West, backing the
PYD is no solution to the refugee
crisis, said Oweis, because most
refugees are not fleeing ISIS.
“Assad’s emptying the country of
Sunnis,” he explained. “My anecdotal data is that most refugees are
Sunnis and victims of ethnic cleansing. Homs, a majority Sunni city,
has become majority Alawite.
“It seems Damascus is now
also minority Sunni. Most of the
displaced in the war are Sunnis,”
he added. “The Christian areas
haven’t been bombarded by aircraft
or heavy artillery. Most of the Alawi
houses haven’t had a light bulb broken, let alone been bombarded.”
But to see Syria — including the
Kurds — solely in sectarian terms is
a costly mistake, said Oweis. “You
can call it a civil war, but it’s really a
revolt against a repressive dictatorship. Bashar Assad helped the PYD
and rehabilitated it militarily to
create the mess we’re in now. If you
don’t address the problem of Assad,
nothing is going to be solved.”
Gareth Smyth has covered Middle
Eastern affairs for 20 years and
was chief correspondent for the
Financial Times in Iran from
2003-07.
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Standing up to ISIS

T

errorists have struck again in Tunisia, following
attacks in Sharm el-Sheikh, Beirut, Paris and
Bamako. The ominous spectre of terrorism hovers
over Brussels, which has been brought to a virtual
standstill.

It does not make any difference whether these acts of terror
were committed by the Islamic State (ISIS), al-Qaeda or another
murderous group. The jihadist soldiers of death share a common desire to inflict the highest number of casualties on
innocent people. The toll has been high: In the past few weeks,
hundreds of civilians of many nationalities, faiths and creeds
have died senselessly in terror attacks on three continents.
The jihadists’ killing frenzy has been driven by a desire to
shock and seize the world’s attention, as well as to project
power after a series of battlefield setbacks, the latest being in
Sinjar, Iraq. Another objective is to radicalise and recruit
potential sympathisers, both in the region and abroad.
Despite the renewed resolve by the international community,
the war against ISIS is far from being won. Efforts to dry up the
terrorists’ financial resources — a prerequisite in the fight
against them — have been late in coming.
While jihadists come from Muslim backgrounds or claim to be
converts, the overwhelming majority of Muslims reject their
aberrant interpretation of the faith. Many jihadists, in fact,
know virtually nothing about Islamic theology. Despite what
they may claim, they are driven by hatred, not by the Quran.
And the vast majority of their victims have been Muslims —
including the pious and devout.
There has not been enough progress in countering the jihadists’ narrative and their unscrupulous abuse of modern communication technologies to enroll members and exploit the
desperation of lost youth. Insufficient action on the ideological
front is the Achilles heel of the global fight against terror. In
many places, backers of religious fanaticism are tolerated and
continue to practice their hate-mongering trade, laying the
ground for new bloodbaths.
In reality, there is no “us” and “them” in this kind of war.
Jihadists are the enemies of civilisation as we know it. They are
the enemies of Arabs and Muslims just as much as they are of
the West, Christians and Jews.
The sons and daughters of the murdered Tunisian presidential guards feel the same pain and horror as do the friends and
relatives of the innocent victims of ISIS atrocities elsewhere.
The mourning of Tunisians, Egyptians, French, Lebanese and
all other victims will only stiffen the resolve of the international
community to stand up to this modern-day scourge.
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The lessons of Paris

F

ollowing the terrorist
attacks of November
13th on Paris, France is
introducing a series of
stringent measures to
provide additional
security for its citizens and
Claude Salhani
visitors. What is surprising is how
willingly the French allowed the
state new powers in exchange for
a promise of more security.
The French are driven by fear
and they are not alone in their
willingness to trade liberties in exchange for security. Much the same
happened in the United States in
the aftermath of the 9/11 terrorist
attacks. The American public was
so shocked that it agreed wholeheartedly to grant the federal government unprecedented powers,
hoping it would protect them from
the bad guys.
And if the Americans were
worried about potential terrorist
attacks despite the fact that their
country was protected by two vast
oceans, Europe is far more vulnerable. Terrorists do not need aeroplanes to infiltrate the European
continent. They can take the train
or they can drive a car. Heck, they
can even walk across the borders
into Europe.
Although the recent flow of refugees may be changing this state of
affairs, border security policies in
Europe have been rooted in wishful thinking. There were no real
safeguards to offset the risks inherent in freedom of movement.
Concealed with the hundreds of
thousands of refugees crossing the
Mediterranean into Europe, some
terrorists were bound to infiltrate
migrant ranks. And they did. Still
entering Europe remains far easier
than entering the United States.
Europe needs the Arab world
much more than the United States
does. European powers have
maintained strong ties with those
former colonies in economic, cultural and financial fields.
Europe also needs Arab migration to rejuvenate its ageing population. At the end of the day, it will
have to find a way to come to terms
with its growing
Muslim population.
Islamist terrorThe West should think
ism is not uniquely
twice before engaging in a European problem. It has become
military interventions
a global concern.
aimed at re-engineering And for the first
time possibly in
Arab political systems.
recorded history,
the United States,
Europe, the Chinese
and the Russians all
agree — at least in the UN Security
Council — that the Islamist threat is
a common concern.

But more than anywhere else,
the jihadist problem is that of the
Arab world.
Arab regimes have generally been sidelined or rather have
mostly sidelined themselves in the
fight against terrorism, allowing
Europeans and the Americans to
take the lead.
This will have to change if the
problem of Islamist terrorism is to
be solved. The powers that be in
the Arab world need to wake up to
the fact that nobody can clean their
houses better than themselves.
They also need to understand that
putting your house in order does
not mean levelling entire cities in
your own country or continuing
the disenfranchisement of your
own citizens.

Beyond fear,
there is now a
fundamental
rethink in Europe.
The West should think twice before engaging in military interventions aimed at re-engineering Arab
political systems. The results since
the invasion of Iraq and the NATOled campaign in Libya should have
been dissuasive enough. Such
interventions have created a fertile
ground for jihadists.
It was only a matter of time
before that new “realism” would
prod Europeans to a focus on
stability rather than democratic
proselytising in the MENA region.
That was in fact the essence of its
new EU neighbourhood policy. You
can bet, no senior Algerian and
Moroccan officials will be arrested
again, anytime soon, at French
airports and questioned about
torture allegations, as was the case
in recent times. Moroccan intelligence cooperation was very crucial
to track down the leaders of the
Paris attacks.
Beyond fear, there is now a
fundamental rethink in Europe.
Some politicians will probably pay
the price for the mistakes made.
Many Europeans are wondering
why it came as a surprise to the
governments of Paris and Brussels that home-grown jihadists
returned home to wreak havoc
after lethal stints in Syria and/or
Iraq. As expected, and as predicted
in this very space, it was only a
matter of time before the chickens
would come home to roost. And
they have.
Claude Salhani is the Opinion
editor of The Arab Weekly. Follow
him on Twitter @Claudesalhani.
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Regional boots on the ground to fight ISIS

A

fter Paris, the talk in
Western capitals is
increasingly warlike.
Everyone seems to
agree that the only
way forward is
military intervention in Syria and
Rashmee Roshan Lall
the consequent defeat and
destruction of the Islamic State
(ISIS). But how is this to be done
when the only other point of
consensus is the following doleful
realism: It should not be accomplished by Western ground forces.
This appears to be a red line for
the United States and it is not just
about US President Barack Obama’s
long-held views on war as “an
expression of human folly” and his
reluctance to commit American
troops to a blood-soaked engagement that lasts long into the future.
It would not be strategically
smart to get involved too closely,
as US Secretary of State John Kerry
reiterated to the Overseas Security
Advisory Council in Washington.
“Most people don’t think
that another invasion by
Someone — or
Americans in yet another
country in which
something — else has Muslim
the local citizens are not
prepared to fight back and
to get in on the
hold the land that you then
ground to take Raqqa gain makes a lot of sense,”
he said.
and Mosul.
The French, wounded
to the quick and eager to
avenge the November 13th
attacks, want a “grand and
single coalition” as French President François Hollande puts it. But
even this pro-active search for a

solution has only resulted in a relatively distant approach so far. It has
taken the form of fierce air strikes
by French planes bolstered by US
intelligence and cheered by the
prospect of cooperation between
Russian warships and the French
military.
Even the British, slowly but
surely being led by Prime Minister
David Cameron to try to get parliamentary support for intervention in
Syria, are really only contemplating
a limited role in air strikes against
ISIS targets.
No one wants to put troops in
harm’s way. To some extent, this
cautiousness is to be commended.
It indicates that the Western powers
have learnt some lessons from past
mistakes and are recalibrating their
counterterrorism policies accordingly.
But it also means that someone —
or something — else has to get in on
the ground to take Raqqa and Mosul. The first is the so-called capital
of the extremist group’s pretentious
claims to a caliphate. The second,
Iraq’s second largest city, is home to
pipelines that carry oil into Turkey.
Mosul, said Michael Knights,
an expert on Iraqi security at the
Washington Institute for Near
East Policy, has long been used
by ISIS as a “fundraising centre”.
Its takeover in June 2014 was an
enormous breakthrough in terms of
ISIS’s demonstrable capability and
self-confidence. A major metropolis
the size of Philadelphia, control of
Mosul signifies more than the sum
of its parts.

The only way to really damage
ISIS then is to loosen its hold on the
territory it claims. This has to start
with Raqqa and Mosul. But which
army can do it?
So far, American plans to train
Iraqi forces to fight ISIS in their
country and Kurds and others to
take it on in Syria have yielded
little. It is incrementalist, which by
definition, means grindingly slow.
The attacks on Paris and the high
level of perceived threat in other
Western capitals mean there is no
longer the luxury of time.
This brings us to the inevitable question: which boots could
legitimately and reliably be on the
ground against ISIS?
It stands to reason that any force
that tackles ISIS needs to be Muslim. Egypt and Turkey are the only
regional forces with the required
indigenous and religious credentials — and military capability — to
tackle ISIS. But would either or both
be ready and willing?
Egypt, which is already fighting ISIS-affiliates in the Sinai, has
its own absorbing problems. Even
offers of enhanced US military
assistance may not be much of an
inducement, considering that it is
already well supported by Washington.
So far, Turkey seems to be the
only country which may be willing
to consider a ground operation
against ISIS as Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu indicated
in a November 10th interview with
CNN. But he also said Turkey would
only do so within a coalition with a

well defined strategy.
The best incentive for Turkey
would probably be something
that money and Western military
assistance could not buy — respect
for a regional force with pretensions
to indispensable status. If there is
anything that Turkey really wants —
as President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
indicated last month just before the
German chancellor’s visit to Ankara
— it is European fraternalisation.
At the time, the Turkish president
called on the West to act as it
spoke: “The West and Europe’s
security and stability is contingent
on our security and stability. They
have accepted this now… It can’t
happen without Turkey. So if it
can’t happen without Turkey, why
don’t you take Turkey into the EU?”
he challenged. This is not about
line-by-line adherence to European
regulations but the European
Union’s historical unwillingness to
accept a huge Muslim country into
the club.
The chances are that Turkey’s
reservations about fighting ISIS
would be overcome if it were within
sight of a larger strategic objective,
such as a fast-tracked EU membership application. The Americans
have spoken in favour of this for
years. Until now, Europe has paid
little heed. Paris may concentrate
minds on what needs to be done.
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.

After Paris attacks, what now?

Alaya Allani

T

he Paris attacks of
Friday, November
13th, will change the
worldwide war on
terror. A week after
Paris was struck,
terrorism struck again, this time
in Mali, at a hotel frequented by
official delegations and people
from various nationalities
working in politics, high finance
and business.
By choosing Fridays for their
misdeeds, the terrorists undoubtedly wanted to cloak their crimes
in a veil of holiness.
The world’s attention is focused
on the events at Paris and St Denis
trying to decipher their significance and fallout.
European political analysts have
pointed out the various ways in
which the events of Paris and St
Denis were significant.
— First, it must be concluded
that Europe is no longer safe from

terrorism as it was assumed. The
French mistakenly thought the
Charlie Hebdo incident in January
2015 was an exception and would
not occur again on French territory.
— Second, the recent changes
in the Middle East following the
Russian intervention in Syria have
led to a more coordinated international front against the Islamic
State (ISIS), which has suffered
much more painful blows. ISIS
decided to strike back at the coalition and started with France. It has
threatened other countries in the
coalition with similar attacks.
— Third, the Paris attacks revealed a serious flaw in intelligence
gathering and sharing among
European agencies. The assailants
had been circulating freely inside
the Schengen zone without close
surveillance. The failure to pick up
on and scrutinise their movement
to Europe from Syria gave them
ample time to plan the Paris opera-

A Tunisian demonstrator holds a sign symbolising solidarity with the victims of Paris attacks,
in Tunis, on November 16th.

tion to its finest details.
— Fourth, the terrorist strikes
in France reverberated through
the rest of Europe and the United
States. Airports in New York and
Washington were on maximum
alert. In Germany, rumours of
bombs in football stadiums led
to the cancellation of several
matches and to a public outcry
against foreigners. News of serious
terrorist threats in Belgium placed
the country on maximum alert
and EU ministers were called in
for a meeting to draw new security
plans to stop terrorism from invading Europe.
— Fifth, European nations are
going to have to shoulder the high
cost of fighting terrorism. Terrorists do not hold to classical battle
techniques. They strike unexpectedly and their strikes can be quite
painful, especially in energy and
tourism sectors. Following the
November 13th attacks, there were
fears of a serious drop in the number of visitors to Paris. The French
capital accounts for 60% of the
country’s revenues from tourism.
Those factors have forced
Europe to consider new security
plans that will significantly affect
them and the Arab and Muslim
communities there. These new
strategies will undoubtedly
change Europe’s relations with the
Arab world.
Some researchers and political
analysts say Europe’s relation with
the outside world during the coming period is going to be guided by
new considerations and will have
important fallout.
— First, there will be tougher
measures and procedures in accepting applications for asylum
and immigration all across Europe.
— Second, there will be tighter
security measures inside the
Schengen zone. Preparations for
these measures started during
the meeting of European Interior
ministers in Brussels.
— Third, stripping European
fighters returning from Syria of
their nationality will likely soon
include all Europeans.
— Fourth, the Arab and Muslim
communities in Europe will go
through a difficult period until

they actively participate in the
fight against terrorism by espousing and sharing with the rest of
the European communities the
values of modernity, tolerance and
acceptance of the other. By doing
so, they may survive the waves
of Islamophobia and immigration
phobia sweeping Europe. These
xenophobic phenomena have
lately reached US shores, where
the Republican Party is seeking to
delay the congressional decision
on receiving Syrian immigrants
and Muslims report being harassed.

European
nations are
going to have
to shoulder
the high cost
of fighting
terrorism.
— Fifth, Muslim associations in
Europe will see their breathing
space shrink as Europeans discover that a number of them have
become ideological and financial
supply sources for terrorist groups.
There are calls in Europe for closing some mosques and extraditing extremist imams. There are
persistent calls to look into the
financing of Islamic associations
in Europe, many of which espouse
the Muslim Brotherhood’s version
of political Islam as well as Salafist
thinking. By contrast, moderate
Islam has yet to make inroads in
Europe. Clearly, some of these
associations are going to be closed
and their leaders and iconic figures
kicked out of Europe.
It remains to be seen whether
these measures are sufficient to
bring the terrorist phenomenon in
Europe under control and whether
Europe’s relations with the Arab
world will witness fundamental
changes and, if so, in which direction.
Alaya Allani is an expert on
Islamic extremism. He teaches at
the University of Manouba in
Tunis.
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Higher voter
turnout in second
phase of Egyptian
elections
Amr Emam

A

coalition of liberal parties backing Egyptian
President Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi won the 60 seats
specified for political parties in the second phase of
Egypt’s parliamentary elections,
the country’s independent elections commission said.
This put the Sisi-backing For
the Love of Egypt coalition in control of the 120 parliamentary seats
specified for political parties in the
two phases of the elections.

Egypt’s election law
sets aside 56 of the
120 seats won by
political parties for
women.
Independent candidates also
won nine seats, the commission
said during a press conference late
November 25th. A runoff for the
remaining 213 seats of the second
phase was set for December 1st and
2nd, with 426 independent candidates in contention.
The commission said overall
voter turnout in the second phase
of the elections was 29.8%, which
is higher than the 26% of the first

phase. Analysts attribute the higher turnout to a change in campaign
tactics and a feeling of insecurity
following terrorist attacks in Paris.
“Parliamentary hopefuls were
more shrewd in campaigning,
which convinced more people to go
to polling stations during the two
days of the elections,” said Youssri
al-Ezbawi, a researcher from thinktank Al-Ahram Centre for Political
and Strategic Studies. “Voters also
had the feeling that their country
was in danger, especially after the
terrorist attacks in Paris.”
Egypt’s parliamentary elections
saw a total of 2,893 independent
candidates contested 222 parliamentary seats during the second
phase of the elections. Political
parties and coalitions were allotted
60 seats.
The country’s orthodox Islamists, represented by the Salafist alNour Party, the only Islamist party
participating in the vote, won ten
seats in the first phase of the elections. The party was hoping to
win at least 75 seats in the second
phase.
Nevertheless, they also expect
the next parliament to be bereft of
party politics as it shows progress
when it comes to the representation of classes that were previously
marginalised, including Egyptian
women.

Election officials count ballots at the end of the second round of voting for Egypt’s parliamentary
election in Cairo, on November 23rd.
“The vast majority of legislators
will be independent, while political parties will have 120 seats only,”
said Mustafa Elwi Saif, a political
science professor at Cairo University. “This can partly weaken our
country’s political parties but the
good thing is that there will not be
less than 80 female legislators.”
Egypt’s election law sets aside
56 of the 120 seats won by political
parties for women. This will probably be the highest female representation in the Egyptian parliament.
The law also allows Sisi to appoint 5% of the 568 members of
parliament. Some people expect
Sisi to give a portion of that 5% to
women.

Egypt has striven to complete
its transitional road map, defying political turmoil and terrorist
attacks.

The vast majority of
legislators will be
independent.
During the second phase of the
parliamentary elections, long lines
of voters formed outside polling
stations in North Sinai province,
where terrorist attacks are most
concentrated.
The queues were in apparent defiance of the Islamic State (ISIS),
which repeatedly said it seeks to

turn the peninsula, which shares
borders with Israel and the Palestinian Gaza Strip, into an Islamic
caliphate.
Ezbawi said the formation of
the parliament will contribute to
Egypt’s stability and ability to sign
agreements with international partners.
“Some agreements cannot go
into force if they are not approved
by parliament,” he said. “The presence of parliament also makes a
country’s political system more
credible.”
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab
Weekly.

Egypt’s leftists’ falling fortunes
Amr Emam

Cairo

I

nternal divisions, a marked
disconnect
with
political
changes and an inability to formulate a new political vision
contributed to Egypt’s leftist
parties’ failure in the first phase
of the parliamentary polls, experts
said.
With that past, even the future
does not look bright for the leftist
parties, they add.
“Look at the conditions of the

left in our country now. It is only
about rifts and the failure to communicate with the public,” Hussein Abdel Razik, a leftist veteran
of Egyptian politics, said. “This
means that the failure of leftist parties and candidates in the elections
is a normal outcome.”
Scores of leftist candidates ran in
the first phase of the parliamentary
elections in 14 provinces in midOctober, either as independents
or as part of the four leftist parties’
election lists. Leftists won four
seats out of 226 specified for independent candidates. Leftist lists
failed to win any of the 60 seats set

Not a beehive. Headquarters of Al-Tagammu political party in Cairo.

aside for political parties.
This defeat has led to debate inside the leftist camp on the reasons
why the proponents of socialism
are losing.
Egypt’s leftist parties, one of
them was established in the 1970s,
used to constitute a formidable
opposition to successive governments, offering a viable alternative
to capitalist policies adopted by the
government.
Leftist principles, including
the need for a fair distribution of
wealth, were strongly present in
the revolution that ousted longstanding president Hosni Mubarak

in 2011. Some of the leaders of the
anti-Mubarak revolution, including Abdel Razik, were leftist by political affiliation.
Leftists were also at the heart of
opposition to Islamist president
Muhammad Morsi and the mass
protests that led to his ouster by
the army in 2013.
Now, however, they are nowhere
to be found. Nothing is left of the
leftist slogans at the centre of labour movements under Mubarak,
his predecessor Anwar Sadat or his
successor Morsi.
The failure of the leftist parties
to win parliament seats in the first
phase of the 2015 elections and possibly in the second phase, which
will be in late November, will mean
that the parties will be absent from
decision-making for years.
This is why some people expect
the left to shrivel and die very soon.
Abdel Ghaffar Shukr, the head
of the leftist Public Socialist Coalition Party, says the election failure
should give leftist parties signals
that they need to change.
“This includes these parties’
need to formulate a new discourse
that takes ongoing developments
on Egypt’s political stage into account,” Shukr said. “The problem
is that these parties speak a language that most Egyptians, and
especially youths, do not understand.”
Youths were for the most part
absent in the first phase of the
elections, analysts say. They seem
to be absent from the ranks of the
leftist parties, too.
Al-Tagammu,
Egypt’s
leading leftist party, was centred on
Khaled Mohieddin, its founder
and one of the army officers who
staged a coup against King Farouk
in 1952, until recently.
The second largest leftist party,
the Nasserite Party, was only about
its first head, Diaeddin Dawoud,
until recently as well. Soon after
Dawoud’s death in 2011, the party
plunged into endless leadership
conflicts, further weakening it.

In Cairo, the premises of al-Tagammu Party seems to be no more
than a second-floor balcony sign
carrying the party’s name.
Inside the party headquarters,
only dusty wooden chairs and tables and empty rooms can be seen,
showing the lack of activity inside
the party even as it and other political parties should be preparing
for the second phase of the parliamentary elections.

Leftist lists failed to
win any of the 60
seats set aside for
political parties.
Shukr and Abdel Razik were colleagues in the party five years ago.
They were part of the party’s socialist dream for years, until Shukr
formed his own political party and
Abdel Razik abdicated all party
work. Some people say they are
symbols of the disintegration of
leftist forces in Egypt.
Other political forces are prone
to shrivelling and dying, too, if the
first phase of the parliamentary
elections is an indication. Those
groups include political Islam,
whose sole representative in the
elections, the Salafist al-Nour Party, won ten seats in the first phase.
The bleak prospects awaiting
both the left and political Islam,
some independent experts say,
may show the mysterious ways
Egypt’s political scene is developing. Only moneyed candidates,
parties and some of the members
of Mubarak’s formerly ruling party
won seats in the first phase of the
polls.
The same categories are expected to dominate the second phase
of the elections.
Shukr said he does not believe
that the left will die.
“The left is about social justice,
the fair distribution of wealth and
the rights of workers,” he said.
“These are ideas and ideas do not
die.”
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UAE elects female parliamentary speaker
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

A

mal al-Qubaisi was
elected to lead the United Arab Emirates’ Federal National Council
(FNC), the first woman
to do so since the advisory body’s
formation in 1971. The vote also
marks the first time a woman has
held the top parliamentary post
in any Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCC) country.
Qubaisi, who previously served
as deputy speaker, ran unopposed. She is one of eight women
appointed to the 40-seat council,
which has a purely advisory role
and whose seats are split equally
between elected and appointed
members.

There are four
women in
ministerial positions
and three of the
UAE’s ambassadors.
Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid
al-Maktoum, the Dubai emir and
UAE vice-president and prime
minister, said on his Twitter account: “We were delighted to see
Amal al-Qubaisi elected chairperson of FNC, first Arab woman in
the region to hold such post.”
“Emirati women have been great
leaders and great achievers, establishing significant regional and

global presence for themselves
and the UAE,” he added.
Qubaisi, an architecture professor at UAE University, has had a
distinguished career in public service. In 2006 she became the first
woman elected to the FNC. She has
also worked with UNESCO on conservation projects. In recognition
of that work, chiefly her efforts in
getting more than 350 historic areas registered as World Heritage
Sites, Qubaisi was given the 2008
Abu Dhabi Award.
In 2011, she was elected as first
deputy speaker of the FNC and became the first woman to lead a session of the council in 2013.
“I am honoured to congratulate,
on behalf of my colleagues, the
leaders of the UAE on the inauguration of the 16th Legislative Chapter
of the FNC. Today we continue the
journey of the FNC that includes
some of the best individuals of the
country, as elected by the people,
hand in hand to accomplish a common goal,” Qubaisi said November 18th during her first session as
speaker.
“I would like to thank everybody
who has supported me and placed
this valuable trust in me ever since
the beginning of my political career, especially my mother for her
unwavering generosity, kindness
and support.”
The FNC is one of the UAE’s five
federal authorities. Its official mandate is to provide for public debate
of legislation as well as discuss
proposals and plans of various federal ministries, entities and public
institutions. Since 2006, half of the

Amal al-Qubaisi speaks during a meeting of the Federal National Council (FNC) in Abu Dhabi.
FNC’s members have been elected
to their posts, while the remaining
members were appointed by the
UAE’s royal court.
This year, 224,000 people had
the right to vote out of a citizen
population of just less than 1 million. That compared with 129,000
in 2011 and 6,000 in the UAE’s first
election in 2006. The electoral roll
is drawn up by the rulers of the

seven sheikhdoms that make up
the United Arab Emirates.
Women are highly active in Emirati society, playing prominent
roles and occupying top positions,
including high-level government
posts and executive posts in the
public sector.
There are four women in ministerial positions and three of the
UAE’s ambassadors, one consul-

general and the UAE’s permanent
representative to the United Nations are women. Emirati women
serve in the military and police
forces while women make up 66%
of the workforce in the public sector, with 30% in senior and decision-making positions.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The Arab Weekly.

Landmines slow anti-Houthi coalition in Yemen
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

U

N-sponsored
Yemeni
peace talks, expected to
take place in November,
appear to be in doubt as
fighting between progovernment forces and Iran-allied
Houthi rebels rages on.
Forces loyal to UN-recognised
President Abd Rabbo Mansour
Hadi launched a major offensive
to retake the strategic city of Taiz,
considered the final gateway to the
capital Sana’a. The offensive comes
after Hadi returned to the southern
city of Aden in an attempt to galvanise his forces and supervise the
Taiz campaign.

Taiz could be “the key for the liberation of other provinces, including Ibb and Baida” in central Yemen
and opening the way to the north,
including Sana’a, said Thabet Hussein Saleh, deputy director of the
Yemen National Centre for Strategic
Studies. Regaining Taiz would be of
“strategic importance to secure the
southern provinces” and Aden, he
said.
According to official Yemeni
sources, who spoke to The Arab
Weekly on the condition of anonymity, fighting in Taiz has been
intense. The Arab coalition has provided front-line fighters with new,
sophisticated weaponry and they
are progressing west of the city.
The difficulty in taking Taiz, the
source said, was that Houthi rebels
and former president Ali Abdullah

Saleh established alliances with
local fighters and set up military
camps. The source said pro-government forces intend to take the city
before the next round of UN-sponsored peace talks in Geneva.
Mukhtar al-Rahbi, an official in
Yemen’s presidency, said the first
phase of the operation to liberate
Taiz had started and “with the arrival of massive support from the
coalition forces and the assignment
of warplanes and Apache helicopters, the coming days will be difficult for the Houthis”.
However, a number of factors
have hindered the anti-Houthi alliance’s progress in Taiz, mainly
banned anti-personnel mines. General Fadhl al-Hasan, who is leading
pro-government forces’ operations
in Rahida, the province’s second-

largest city, said landmines were
hampering the progress of government forces and had caused casualties, and that one of his troops was
killed by a landmine.
According to a Human Rights
Watch (HRW) statement, landmines
have killed at least 12 people and
wounded more than nine in southern and eastern Yemeni governorates since September.
“The Houthis are killing and
maiming civilians with landmines,”
Stephen Goose, director at HRW’s
Arms Division, said in a release.
“Anti-personnel landmines are indiscriminate weapons that should
not be used under any circumstances. Houthi forces should immediately stop using these horrific weapons and respect Yemen’s obligations
under the Mine Ban Treaty.”

In a related development, the
UAE’s foreign minister blamed Islamists for the delay in taking Taiz.
“Had it not been for the failure
of Al-Islah and the Muslim Brotherhood to act,” Taiz would already
have been “liberated”, said Anwar
Gargash on his official Twitter account, while a military Yemeni
source reaffirmed that the Taiz advance has been slowed down by the
“betrayal of some Popular Resistance fighters”.
These fighters are mainly made
up of members of the Al Islah party, which is linked to the Muslim
Brotherhood, a movement designated a terrorist group in the UAE.
The latest developments come at
a time a political solution to the almost eight-month conflict remains
elusive.
UN Special Envoy to Yemen Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed had been
working on getting all parties to negotiate. However, a sticking point
has been the implementation of UN
Security Council Resolution 2216,
which calls on the Houthis to withdraw from all areas captured during
the latest conflict and relinquish
arms seized from military and security institutions.

Militarily speaking,
the UN-recognised
government remains
confident.

Yemeni Vice-President and Prime Minister Khaled Bahah (C) talks to an army officer after his arrival to the country’s northern
province of Marib.

In October, the Houthis wrote to
UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon
assuring him that they have accepted the resolution. But the rebel group has, in fact, escalated its
military activities. The most recent
set of UN-sponsored talks in June
resulted in fisticuffs and the breakdown of negotiations.
Militarily speaking, the UN-recognised government remains confident. Vice-President Khaled Bahah,
who recently returned to the Marib
province, and was given a hero’s
welcome, said during a meeting
with government officials: “Soon
we will be in Sana’a.”
At least 5,700 people have been
killed since the start of military activities in late March in Yemen.
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Jordan inches
closer towards
Russia amid
fight v ISIS
Jamal J. Halaby

Amman

T

alks between Jordanian
King Abdullah II and Russian President Vladimir
Putin allowed Jordan a
say in Russia’s war on
the Islamic State (ISIS) while giving
Russia leverage to press other Arab
states to join its regional campaign
against militants.
To both sides, however, that is
not stepping on lines drawn by the
United States, which wields considerable sway over Middle East
governments and has long dictated
policies it deemed suitable for its
interests in the region, mainly upholding Israel’s security.

The Jordanian
government
remained
tight-lipped on the
Russian bombing
campaign.
A Jordanian official described the
November 24th closed-door meeting between Putin and King Abdullah at the Russian Black Sea coastal
city of Sochi as “very positive”.
The talks, however, were overshadowed by the downing of a Russian Su-24 military aircraft in Syria
by an air-to-air missile from a Turkish plane. Putin said the Turkish action was a “stab in the back”.
Welcoming the Jordanian monarch, Putin invited other Arabs to
join his campaign against ISIS and
other militants.
“We are counting on the active
participation of all the countries in
the region in this struggle,” Putin

said in a statement emailed to The
Arab Weekly in Jordan.
“Obviously, we expect the international community to make
an effort to join forces in the fight
against this common evil.”
King Abdullah, a staunch US ally
who also maintains close personal
ties with Putin, raised “concerns”
that a stepped-up Russian offensive
in southern Syria straddling Jordan’s northern border “could trigger an influx of more refugees into
the kingdom”, a Jordanian official
said about the talks.
“Jordan is already overstretched
as it hosts more than 1.4 million
Syrian refugees”, nearly half of
them registered with a UN refugee agency, while the remainder
slipped into local communities and
live off state services, the official
added.
Jordan recently signed a security
agreement with Moscow that allowed the kingdom to take part in
Russian air strikes on ISIS targets in
Syria and Iraq.
The deal guaranteed that Russian bombing in southern Syria
does not target a Western-backed
rebel group, known as the Southern
Front, which Jordan supports. It
considers it a buffer that would obstruct militants from reaching the
Jordanian frontier.
The Russian Air Force stepped up
bombings in recent days of targets
in rebel-controlled towns in southern Syria, including Deraa, a city
bordering Jordan that is run by the
moderate rebel group backed by
the kingdom.
The Jordanian government remained tight-lipped on the Russian
bombing campaign, which started
in Syria in September. But the king
expressed his enthusiasm publicly
on the Russian moves, saying they
offered a renewed bid to defeat the

Jordan’s King Abdullah (C) and Russian President Vladimir Putin (R) at a meeting in Sochi, Russia, on
November 24th.
militants.
Abdullah’s overt support of Putin’s moves may concern Washington, the largest bankroller to cashstrapped Jordan. The United States
has spent more than $10 billion in
the last five years to bolster Jordan’s fragile economy and boost its
defences.
The congeniality may also put
Abdullah at odds with regional
powerhouse Saudi Arabia and Turkey. Both oppose the Russian intervention in Syria and advocate the
downfall of Syrian President Bashar
Assad.
Saudi Arabia, like many other
Sunni Arab governments, is critical
of Assad’s ruling Alawite minority,
an offshoot of the rival Shia Islam.
The Saudis see Assad as a surrogate
of Iran, which is spreading its influence in a region long dominated by
Sunni governments.
Russia, a strong backer of Assad,
insists on a gradual transition of

power in Syria, leaving the Syrian
president in power until elections
determine who would rule.
Moscow is heading a loose Shia
alliance that includes Iran, Iraq and
Syria under a security pact that allows the four countries to share
intelligence data on ISIS and other
militants.

Putin invited other
Arabs to join his
campaign against
ISIS and other
militants.
A Jordanian Royal Palace statement quoted Abdullah as telling
Putin that his strong leadership
could bring a solution to the Syrian
crisis.
“I have said for many years that
the only way for finding a political
solution in Syria is with the strong

role that both you and Russia play
for a political solution for the Syrian
people,” Abdullah said.
The king, whose country is
squeezed between hotspots Iraq,
Syria, Israel and the Palestinian territories, said he was determined to
remain in any coalition fighting the
militants. He called on the international community to unite against
terrorism.
“I know that this is a fight that
both you and I, our countries and
many others in the world are determined to win,” Abdullah said to
Putin. “Again, this is an opportunity for all of us in the international
community to come together and
take up this fight as part of a coordinated international body.”
Jamal J. Halaby, based in Jordan,
is the Levant editor for The Arab
Weekly and has covered the Middle
East and North Africa for nearly
three decades.

EU helps Jordan adapt to renewable energy
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

T

he European Union is assisting Jordan to adapt to
renewable energy to ease
its reliance on imported
crude oil and natural
gas, which eats up nearly half of
the cash-strapped Arab country’s
budget.
Until the “Arab spring” revolutions, four-fifths of Jordan’s electricity was produced from natural
gas delivered through a pipeline

from Egypt. But the flow was disrupted by militant attacks on the
pipeline, which forced Jordan to
turn to more expensive imported
crude oil.
Jordan, however, has made noticeable achievements towards energy independence, mostly in the
use of renewable energy. The Jordanian government is working on
raising the alternative energy share
of its total energy use from 1.5% to
11% by 2025, while targeting a 15%
contribution from nuclear power in
the same time-frame.
Andrea Matteo Fontana, the EU
ambassador to Jordan, told The

An Amman street adorned by solar panels that provide lighting in
public areas, including traffic lights.

Arab Weekly an EU-sponsored
awareness campaign started in Jordan in November in conjunction
with the Energy Ministry.
“The campaign aims to spread
awareness of the benefits of using renewable energy,” Fontana
said. “Jordan is blessed with nine
months (a year) of sunny days. That
is why solar power is an important
element in turning to renewable
energy to cut the cost of diesel.”
“We’re very happy that Jordan
has committed itself to achieve a
reduction of 20% in energy cost by
2020,” he added.
Jordan has 1,000 megawatts
(MW) of wind and solar projects
under development, of which power purchase agreements have been
signed for 400MW.
Jordanian Energy Minister Ibrahim Saif said the European Union
was Jordan’s “strategic partner on
the economic level”.
He explained that the European
Union’s assistance in energy-related programmes came in various forms, primarily funding some
projects or providing expertise and
technical help in others.
“The European assistance is
helping us face the challenges in
the sector,” he said.
Energy Ministry Secretary-General Ghaleb Maabreh said energy
demand is on the rise.
“That will increase the burden on
the Jordanian economy as well as
dependency on imported fuel,” he
said. “To reduce this dependency,
the national energy strategy seeks

to increase the renewable energy’s
share in the energy mix to at least
10%.”
Maabreh pointed out that, although the state is trying to develop
renewable energy and boost energy
efficiency in Jordan, “people made
limited efforts to conserve energy”.

About 25%

of the country’s total
energy consumption
can be conserved.

“That is why this campaign will
be focused on that segment of people who should understand the importance of preserving energy and
go for renewable energy,” he added.
Solar water heating systems can
be seen on rooftops in Amman. The
systems are widely used for their
practicality and affordability.
“I’ve been using solar water heating for more than ten years and
somehow it cuts my fuel bill significantly,” said Amman bank clerk
Khaled Abed Malek, 40.
“I know there are solar systems
that generate enough electricity to
light up a house but they’re expensive and some of us cannot afford
it. That is why we need some kind
of a strategy to benefit from our sun
and make it work for us.”
According to Abed Malek, some
people have installed the $10,000
photovoltaic system to gener-

ate 500 kilowatt hours (kw/h) per
month.
“Their monthly electricity bill
went down from $30 to $3,” he said.
“This is good.”
About 70% of households in Jordan consume 600kw/h or less per
month.
Using energy-saving light bulbs,
energy-efficient appliances, insulation and wind energy are some
of the techniques that can result in
substantial savings on monthly energy usage.
“A couple of years ago, we noticed an increase in the number of
people who were buying energysaving bulbs, which means they
are aware of the benefits of buying
them and using them at home or in
the office,” said Ahmed Sayad, 37,
owner of an Amman electric appliances shop.
“Such a demand allows us to import better quality and different
brands,” Sayad said. He said the
increased demand on solar-powered and other energy-saving lights
indicates that people wanted to
“pay less for bills at the end of each
month”.
Waleed Shaheen, a general manager for the National Energy Research Centre, said studies by the
Royal Scientific Society indicated
that about 25% of the country’s total energy consumption can be conserved.
Roufan Nahhas, based in Jordan,
has been covering cultural issues
for more than two decades.
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When independence is a luxury few can afford
Michael Young

Beirut

L

ebanon marked Independence Day on November
22nd but desperately few
Lebanese were in a celebratory mood. Even fewer
have seen genuine independence in
their country.
The suicide bombings by the Islamic State (ISIS) in Beirut’s suburbs
on November 12th showed how the
Syrian conflict is affecting Lebanon
more profoundly than ever. In turn,
the country’s 18-month-old presidential vacuum is a consequence of
Hezbollah’s and Iran’s priorities.
This reality is hardly new. Since
Lebanon became an independent
state in 1943, it has faced regular
crises and open conflicts. All were
ended through outside intervention.
For instance, in 1958, after a short
civil war, a settlement was reached
after the election of a president,
Fouad Chehab, through an agreement between the United States
and Egypt. In 1982, during Israel’s
invasion of Lebanon, the election of
Amine Gemayel was facilitated by
international intervention. And the
1989 Taif agreement, which helped
end Lebanon’s civil war, was, effectively, a Saudi-Syrian deal backed
by Washington.

Lebanon’s sectarian
make-up, political
divisions and
geography all mean
it will indefinitely
remain a victim of
regional dynamics.

These were all made possible because Lebanese society has always
been acutely sensitive to outside
powers. Major regional states have
always had great influence over
their sectarian counterparts in the
country, who in turn have frequently resorted to regional powers when
confronting other Lebanese groups.
Lebanon, to borrow from an image
recalled by the British journalist
David Hirst, is a “garden without a
fence”.

With regional states deeply divided today over the conflicts in
Syria, Iraq and Yemen, Lebanon has
naturally come to reflect this state
of affairs. A regional consensus over
the presidency, which, with one exception, has always required prior
approval abroad, now seems virtually impossible.

Because the
sectarian groups are
more powerful than
the state,
communities and
individuals have
much more latitude
to do what they
want.
This highlights a paradox of Lebanon. Though the country seems
constitutionally incapable of uniting when it comes to addressing
major crises, it also happens to be
among the most pluralistic of Arab
societies, much more liberal than
most other countries in the region.
Lebanon’s weakness is also a
strength. Because the sectarian
groups are more powerful than the
state, communities and individuals
have much more latitude to do what
they want. The oppressive, overbearing Arab state is not possible in
Lebanon, because the natural reflex
of communities is to unite against
any force, or coalition of forces, that
threatens their liberties.
But this also makes for a fragmented system. For it to work, the
different communities and their
representatives must seek constant
consensus and compromise. The
problem is that the implicit veto
power of the communities has increasingly been used to paralyse
the system, not reach accords.
This has been particularly true
of Hezbollah and its main Maronite
Christian ally, Michel Aoun. He has
had his eye on the presidency since
the 1980s. For months he has refused to send his bloc to parliament
to elect a new president, preventing a quorum that might lead to the
election of someone else. His aim is
to blackmail the political class into
electing him.
Hezbollah, which wants to ensure

A giant copy of the original Lebanese flag, drawn and approved by the members of the parliament
during the declaration of independence in 1943, hangs on the wall of a building in Beirut.
that the next president will endorse
and support its military autonomy,
has gone along with Aoun’s obstructionism. This autonomy is a
priority for Iran, and both Tehran
and Hezbollah apparently do not
want a president in place before the
outcome in Syria can ensure that a
new head of state will defend Hezbollah’s interests.
But the collapse of the politics
of consensus has led to a more
dysfunctional state. Since summer, for example, the country has
been struggling with a garbage crisis after the main trash dump was
closed. Since then there have been
efforts to find a solution but these
have all failed amid political bickering.
This has posed a major problem

for the government of Prime Minister Tammam Salam, which has been
struggling to address many national
issues. Indeed, because of brinkmanship, reinforced by the absence
of a president, the government has
virtually ceased to function. The
perpetuation of this situation only
makes Lebanon more vulnerable to
regional agendas.
Syria has highlighted the country’s dependence on the outside.
Lebanon has paid a heavy price for
being almost entirely surrounded
by Syria. Economically, the conflict
there has cut off Lebanon’s export
route to the Arab world, while ending land traffic that brought thousands of Gulf tourists each year.
Lebanon has also had to face
a major influx of Syrian refugees

since 2011. Some 1.5 million Syrians
are now in the country, a majority
of them Sunnis. Their presence has
been a terrible social, economic and
financial burden for the state. The
possibility that some are operating
on behalf of ISIS could represent an
additional security challenge.
Lebanon’s sectarian make-up,
political divisions and geography
all mean it will indefinitely remain a
victim of regional dynamics. Many
Lebanese want to be independent,
but it’s a luxury they simply seem
unable to afford.
Michael Young is a commentator
and analyst based in Beirut. He
is the author of The Ghosts of
Martyrs’ Square: An Eyewitness
Account of Lebanon’s Life Struggle.

Will Lebanon regain its independence?
View poi nt

Khairallah
Khairallah

F

or the second year in a
row, Lebanese Independence Day came
and went at a time
when the republic
lacks a president. So is
the country beginning to get used
to life without a head of state?
This vacuum is a clear indication of the challenges facing this
small Mediterranean country, as
well as the ability of the Lebanese
to endure the crisis, which each
day takes new and unexpected
turns.
There is only one side preventing the election of a new president, reflecting genuine efforts
to carry out a political coup that
could not only change the nature
of the Lebanese regime but also
the make-up of the country.
This would have seen the creation of an alliance that begins in
Iran, includes Iraq and Syria and
reaches Lebanon. But the Syrian
revolution and Tehran’s failure to
save its client regime have largely
put paid to this plan.

The Lebanese have
forgotten what Arab
tourists look like.

But this only increased the
pressure on Lebanon and there are
genuine aims to change the very
identity of this regime — similar to
the attempts that are being made
to change the country’s unique
social identity, which had been
known for its progressiveness and
cohesion.
Lebanon just celebrated the
72nd anniversary of its independence, but where is any sign of this
independence?
There are members of parliament who are failing to carry out
their democratic duties, refusing to attend parliament, which
means that there is not even
enough MPs to secure a quorum
for a vote to fill this vacant post.
The work of parliament, just as
the work of all other government
agencies, is being disrupted. This
includes Lebanon’s cabinet, which
is also unable to meet to find a solution to the country’s trash crisis.
Is there any other country in the
world that is suffering from such
problems that can be so easily
solved?
Lebanon has stalled on a number fronts. It is no longer a place
that Arabs visit. The Lebanese
have forgotten what Arab tourists look like, particularly tourists
from the Gulf who used to flock to
the country every year, bringing a
much-needed economic boost.
Lebanon’s economic lockdown

has coincided with political shutdown following the collapse of the
national unity government led by
Saad Hariri. This was succeeded
by a Hezbollah-led government
with Najib Mikati as prime minister.
During this time, Lebanon has
become isolated from its Arab
neighbours. It has become a country with open borders with Syria,
with Hezbollah fighters crossing
into Syria to take part in the war
that Syrian President Bashar Assad
launched on his own people.
How does this state of affairs
serve Lebanon’s interests? How
are the Lebanese people served by
a sectarian militia embroiling the
entire country in a conflict that
has nothing to do with them?
In addition to the presidential
vacuum, Lebanon is facing a deep
economic crisis. There are a number of major sectors that are under
threat, not least banking and the
service industry.
This presidential vacuum is
deliberate, with the objective of
harming Lebanon’s state institutions and creating a state of
general misery across the country.
Nothing happens by chance in
Lebanon. Lebanon is facing an unprecedented attempt to change its
historic nature. So Hezbollah chief
Hassan Nasrallah may talk about a
political “settlement”, but this is
meaningless so long as Hezbollah

This
presidential
vacuum is
deliberate,
with the
objective
of harming
Lebanon’s
state
institutions.

fighters are taking part in the conflict in Syria without any regard
for Lebanon’s national interest.
Political settlements usually
take place between parties that
have the freedom to make this
choice and enjoy a minimum
parity of power. But the Lebanese
people are oppressed, negotiating with an armed militia that is
implementing an Iranian agenda,
nothing more, nothing less.
Tehran is seeking to confirm its
control over Lebanon now, due to
the setbacks it suffered in Syria,
Iraq and Yemen.
So in 2015, Lebanon finds itself
isolated from its Arab neighbours,
facing an economic crisis that is
getting worse by the day, while
there is no real political leadership capable of addressing these
problems
There are a range of major interrelated problems facing Lebanon,
any single one of which would
be a relatively small hurdle to
overcome. But taken together,
Lebanon is facing a major crisis.
Will Lebanon be able to regain its
lost independence? That is the
question.
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.
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Climate change: ‘an unfolding catastrophe’
On November 30th, 138 world leaders are expected to
attend a summit in Paris where two looming threats to
global security — terrorism and potentially apocalyptic
climate change — will intersect.
Ed Blanche

Beirut

A

s world powers seek to
find common cause to
crush Islamic extremists
following the November
13th bloodbath in the
City of Light by Islamic State (ISIS)
killer squads and fears of further
atrocities, these heads of state and
government will be tasked during
their 12-day gathering with overcoming years of acrimonious division over how to tackle an even
greater threat — climate change.
Many see this as a clear and present danger that will ultimately
decimate humanity unless mankind can come together on an
agreement, to apply to all countries,
to limit global warming to no more
than 2 degrees Celsius above pre-industrial, or pre-1850, levels to avoid
what the International Institute for
Strategic Studies (IISS) in London
calls “catastrophic and irreversible
climate change”.
The Middle East and North Africa
are particularly vulnerable to climate change. They are among the
water-scarce regions in the world
and a large portion of their population and economic activity are concentrated in low-lying coastal cities
that are threatened by rising sea levels as polar ice caps melt.

Many of the major
cities in North
Africa and the
Levant face slipping,
Atlantis-like,
beneath the waves.
Many say that the war in Syria
was triggered in large part by a devastating drought between 2006 and
2010 that, worsened by a warming
climate, turned nearly 60% of the
country into a desert.
US Secretary of State John Kerry
has observed: “It’s not a coincidence that, immediately prior to

the civil war in Syria, the countryside experienced its worst droughts
on record. As many as 1.5 million
people migrated from Syria’s farms
to its cities, intensifying the political unrest that was just beginning to
roil and boil in the region.”
Climate experts say the semiarid Sahel region of North Africa,
the southern periphery of the Sahara where the Maghreb meets subSaharan Africa, is heading for the
same fate.

The Middle East and
North Africa are
particularly
vulnerable to
climate change.
Mali, which erupted into a war
zone after the collapse of Muammar
Qaddafi’s Libyan tyranny in 2011,
is the centre of this time bomb as
the nomadic Tuareg’s grasslands
shrivel and die from desertification,
threatening a way of life that goes
back thousands of years.
As the Middle East, arid for the
most part with its few main rivers
such as the Nile, Euphrates and
Tigris being choked off by dams in
upstream states, mainly Turkey
and Ethiopia, and dwindling rainfall, becomes prey to growing water
shortages, the prospect of resource
wars looms alarmingly.
Michael T. Klare, an expert on
international security and conflicts
over dwindling resources such as
oil, said the number of failed states
in the region will grow as people scramble for food, farmland
and water, tribe against tribe, sect
against sect, breakdowns that the
region is already witnessing on a
frightening scale.
“Imagine significant parts of the
planet in the kind of state that Libya, Syria and Yemen are in today,”
says Klare with a nod towards the
ever-swelling flood of Middle Eastern refugees already seeking salvation in Europe and threatening a
clash of populations scrapping over
shrinking resources.

An Iraqi man walks on dry, cracked earth in the Chibayish marshes near the southern Iraqi city of
Nasiriya.
“Some people will stay and fight to
survive; others will migrate, almost
assuredly encountering a far more
violent version of the hostility we
already see towards immigrants and
refugees in the land they head for.
The result, inevitably, will be a global epidemic of resource civil wars
and resource violence of every sort.”
For Klare, who has been warning
of these impending disasters for
years, the Paris conference “should
be considered not just a climate
summit but a peace conference —
perhaps the most significant peace
convocation in history — a kind of
pre-emptive peace conference, one
that’s taking place before the wars
truly begin.”
Many of the major cities in North
Africa and the Levant — from Casablanca on the Atlantic Ocean and

eastward to Oran, Algiers, Tunis,
Tripoli, Benghazi, Algiers, Alexandria, Tel Aviv and Beirut — face
slipping, Atlantis-like, beneath the
waves.
A scientific study published October 26th warned that the Arabian
Gulf, which contains a large portion
of the planet’s oil and gas reserves,
will suffer killer heatwaves, more
intense than anything ever experienced by humankind, if climate
change is not checked.
The report, by professors Jeremy
Pal and Elfatih Eltahir of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology,
indicates these extreme heatwaves
would start after 2070, with computer simulations showing the heat
index — which combines heat and
humidity — going as high as 74-77
Celsius, so hot the human body can-

not get rid of heat.
Climate campaigner Naomi Klein
calls all this “an unfolding catastrophe” and condemned the French
government’s ban on protests and
marches by people from the most
threatened parts of the planet during the conference as part of the
post-November 13th security crackdown.
“When governments and corporations knowingly fail to act to prevent catastrophic warming, that is
an act of violence. It is a violence
so large, so global… that there is not
yet a word capable of containing its
monstrousness.”
Ed Blanche is the Analysis editor
of The Arab Weekly. He has
covered Middle Eastern affairs
since 1967 and lives in Beirut.

Climate change imperils Middle East’s future
View poi nt

John C.K.
Daly

W

hile news from
the Middle East
is dominated by
conflict and
terrorism,
another
long-term threat looms over the
region: climate change.
If nothing is done, how bad will
things get? According to a World
Bank report, Turn Down the Heat:
Confronting the New Climate Normal, an average global warming
of 2 degrees Celsius would result
in a large increase in temperature
extremes, substantial reduction
in water availability, less arable
land and even less food security, a
loss of thousands of acres of urban
area, spreading of diseases, all contributing to a greater risk of social
violence.
As for climate change’s effects
on the Middle East, two recent
studies published in the journal
Nature Climate Change predict

Ongoing severe drought
drove Syrian farmers to
abandon their crops and
flock to cities, helping to
trigger the civil war.

that if conditions are not ameliorated, the combination of high
temperatures and humidity could,
within less than a century, result
in extreme conditions around the
Arabian Gulf that are intolerable to
humans.
Increased heat and humidity could push temperatures to
more than 60 degrees Celsius in
Kuwait City, Al Ain in the United
Arab Emirates and Doha in Qatar.
In such circumstances, affluent
Middle Easterners could retreat
into air-conditioned buildings but
people in poorer countries such
as Yemen would have to live with
the heat and many would die from
it, with the most vulnerable being
children and the elderly.
Even religious practices would
not be spared in such torrid conditions; outdoor activities would
be severely affected by extreme
temperatures, including the annual pilgrimage to Mecca when
the haj occurs during summer
months.
Water has always been a precious resource in the Middle East;
two Sumerian city-states, Lagash
and Umma, clashed over the draining of a freshwater canal in the
southern portion of today’s Iraq
4,500 years ago.
Civil unrest triggered by climate
change has already occurred. A
study published in the Proceedings

of the National Academy of Sciences compiled statistical evidence
that ongoing severe drought, worsened by a warming climate, drove
Syrian farmers to abandon their
crops and flock to cities, helping to
trigger the civil war that has ravaged the country. Water shortages
across the Fertile Crescent in Syria
as well as in Iraq and Turkey killed
livestock, increased food prices,

Another
long-term
threat
looms over
the region:
climate
change.

Back to the future. A June 2010 file picture shows
Syrian women tilling fields in the drought-hit
region of Hasakah in north-eastern Syria.

sickened children and forced
1.5 million rural residents to the
outskirts of Syria’s already overburdened cities.
Those with a finely tuned
sense of irony would note that
the Middle East has been a major
contributor to climate change, as
oil provides 40-43% of all energy
used by the world, which, in turn,
accounts for a large percentage of
global warming emissions from
fossil fuels worldwide.
Oil exports have provided trillions of dollars in income for Middle Eastern producers. It is time for
the more enlightened governments
there to begin to spend on initiatives such as renewables to combat
climate change, an effort that
will contribute more to regional
stability than increasing imports of
sophisticated weaponry.
It is not a “guns v butter” argument, it is a “guns v water” debate.
Farther afield, the entire world
needs to be planning for a drier
future in the Middle East, as it will
have global implications.
Islam was born in the desert; if
the region and the rest of the world
do not address climate change as
a priority, then many of its faithful
may eventually die there as well.
John C.K. Daly is a
Washington-based specialist on
Russian and post-Soviet affairs.
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Egyptian experts said ditch
Nile dam talks, go to court
Amr Emam

Cairo

T

he failure of talks on
Ethiopia’s Nile dam, the
continuing construction
of the project and potential devastating effects of
it on Egypt are reasons why Cairo
should scrap negotiations and take
a new course of action, Egyptian
experts say.
They add that while Egypt is trying to reach a diplomatic settlement to the dispute, Ethiopia continues to drag its feet on the dam’s
potential catastrophic effects.
“This means that the Ethiopians
will make the dam a fact on the
ground so soon, while we are following this negotiations course,”
said Ahmed Refaat, an international law expert. “It is very necessary
for our country to leave this negotiations track and follow another
more effective one to stop the project.”

Ethiopia says the
hydroelectric dam,
will store about 79
billion cubic metres
of water.
Ethiopia’s Grand Renaissance
Dam has turned into a severe problem for Egypt since construction
started a few years ago. Ethiopia
says the hydroelectric dam, which
will store about 79 billion cubic
metres of water, is necessary for
economic development.
The project will, however, effectually leave Egypt without needed
water and destroy millions of hectares of agricultural fields, Egyptians say.
Egypt receives 55 billion cubic
metres of water from the Nile — by
far its primary source of fresh water

— every year without an increase
for decades. The country also gets
around 15 billion cubic metres of
water from other sources, including subterranean sources and rain.
Water and irrigation experts say
with an annual individual water
share of 650 cubic metres, Egyptians receive 35% less water than
average international amounts.
They add that, together with the
poor quality of water in most of the
country’s provinces, water shortage can lead to huge economic
losses. Some observers expect water scarcity to destabilise Egypt if
the government does not find solutions.
Refaat says Egypt should resort
to international arbitration to stop
the project until studies on its effects on Egypt are complete.
“The African Union, in which
both Egypt and Ethiopia are members, has its own dispute settlement mechanisms,” Refaat said.
“We can also resort to the United
Nations Security Council to stop
the project.”
Egypt, Ethiopia and Sudan have
been locked in months-long negotiations on the ramifications of
constructing the dam but the talks
have produced no results.
The three countries have hired
consultancy firms from France and
the Netherlands to conduct specialised studies on environmental
impacts of the project but the two
firms are at loggerheads on methodology.
In March, the presidents of Egypt
and Sudan and the prime minister
of Ethiopia signed a declaration of
principles on the dam. Apart from
ensuring that disputes between the
three countries will be solved in a
negotiated manner, the declaration
called for involving Egypt in the
process of filling the dam’s reservoir and management of the dam
after completion.
However, Egyptians are afraid

that they will wake up one day to
find the dam a fait accompli.
“At this point, we cannot do anything about it and we have to deal
with its catastrophic effects on us,”
Refaat said.

Egyptians are afraid
that they will wake
up one day to find
the dam a fait
accompli.
Egypt’s former Irrigation minister, Mohamed Nasr Allam, said on
November 18th that Egypt should
declare the negotiations with Ethiopia and Sudan a failure.
“Maintaining what are called
technical negotiations reflects
the three countries’ insistence on
wasting time,” Allam was quoted
by a local newspaper as saying. “In
doing this, Egypt is also wasting
every chance on which it can reach
a settlement that puts an end to its
fears on the dam.”
The water ministers of Egypt,
Ethiopia and Sudan met in November in Cairo to reconcile the two
consultancy firms and kick-start
studies on technical effects of the
project. The meeting, however,
ended with no results. Another
meeting was scheduled for November 21st in Khartoum but was postponed, reflecting gaps between the
three countries on the studies.
Egyptians who follow the negotiations closely say the country can
no longer resort to international
arbitration or courts to stop the
project simply because the dam is
there already.
“This is why negotiation is the
only course we can follow in this
regard,” hydrologist Meghawry
Shehata said. “Arbitration — if possible — will take years, a period of
time during which the dam will
have been built already.”

The Grand Renaissance Dam under construction near the
Sudanese-Ethiopian border.

MENA faces challenging future due to water shortage, conflicts
Saad Guerraoui

Prague

C

limate change in the
Middle East and North
Africa (MENA) region,
which is increasingly hit
by droughts and water
shortages, is one of the most important issues to be addressed at
the UN Climate Change Conference
in Paris.
“Throughout the ages, societies of the MENA region have been
under pressure to adapt to water
scarcity and heat and have developed various technical solutions
and institutional mechanisms to
deal with these environmental
constraints,” Inger Andersen, director of the Sustainable Development
Department in the World Bank’s
MENA region, said in a statement.
“However, the scale of impacts
that are expected from climate
change is likely to be beyond the
coping range of many communities
and countries and will require additional adaptation efforts.”

MENA holds nearly
half of the world’s
renewable energy
potential that has
not been properly
exploited.
Bahrain, Kuwait, the Palestinian territories, Qatar, United Arab
Emirates, Saudi Arabia, Oman and
Lebanon are listed by the World
Resources Institute among the 33
countries likely to suffer stresses

due to water shortages by 2040.
In 1950, per capita renewable water resources were four times greater than they are today, according
to the World Bank. By 2050, there
are indications that natural water
resources in MENA will be 11 times
less than the global average.

Climate and war
Among the reasons for Syria’s
civil war was drought between
2006 and 2010 and dwindling water
resources that caused a mass rural
exodus to urban areas.
Water plays a huge part of the
decades-old
Israeli-Palestinian
conflict. In the 1967 war, Israel controlled the water resources of the
West Bank’s mountain aquifer and
the Sea of Galilee, which give Israel
about 60% of its fresh water.
Israel and its illegal settlements
exploit 80% of the aquifer’s flow.
The situation hinders Palestinians’
agricultural economy.

Yemen’s 2008 floods caused
damages worth $1.6 billion, an
equivalent of 6% of the country’s
gross domestic product. Saudi Arabia incurred losses of $1.4 billion
in floods in Jeddah. In November
2014, Morocco was hit by heavy
rainfall that damaged infrastructure and agriculture.

Greenhouse gas emissions
Countries in the MENA region
are undergoing significant population increase. Growth will increase
pressure to meet the rising demand
for energy, natural resources and
food. Consequently, greenhouse
emissions will soar.
MENA is the world’s third largest regions for carbon emissions,
according to the World Bank. The

high carbon emissions are mainly
from oil-producing countries.

Renewable energy
Some MENA countries have
drawn long-term strategies for renewable energy.
In 2008, Morocco launched the
National Renewable Energy and
Energy Efficiency Plan, which
seeks to meet 42% of the country’s
electricity needs from renewables
by 2020.
Morocco has been dependent on
imported fossil fuels for 98% of its
energy needs. However, with the
long Atlantic coast, vast Saharan
desert and high mountains, Morocco is poised to become a leading
renewable energy producer.
The Noor solar project in Ouar-

Droughts
Most of the region is expected to
become hotter and drier, according
to estimates from the United Nations’ Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change (IPCC). Frequent
droughts will clearly affect countries’ long-term plans to increase
hydro-power capacity.
Soaring temperatures and dwindling rainfall will deplete groundwater resources. The droughts lead
to more disease and losses in livestock, crop failures, air pollution
and soil erosion.
Despite alarming levels of water scarcity, the region also suffers
from floods.

Sheep graze next to a dried out gulley in the Palestinian village of
al-Auja, near the West Bank city of Jericho.

zazate is an example of Morocco’s
ambitious clean energy projects.
Once complete, the complex will
be the largest concentrated solar
power (CSP) plant in the world. The
first phase of the project is to be in
operation in December.
Morocco has pledged to decrease
CO2 emissions to 32% below business-as-usual by 2030, pending financial aid to reach its objective.
In 2013, Abu Dhabi opened the
world’s largest CSP plant, which
provides electricity to 20,000
homes. The Shams 1 project helps
displace approximately 175,000
tonnes of CO2 per year, an equivalent to planting 1.5 million trees or
taking 15,000 cars off the road.
Abu Dhabi energy company Masdar in 2014 announced it will build
a 50-megawatt wind farm in Oman
to provide 16,000 homes with clean
energy. The $125 million project, in
the south-western region of Dhofar, will diminish 110,000 tonnes of
CO2 yearly.
Masdar is overseeing Abu Dhabi’s
plans to generate 7% of its energy
needs from renewable sources by
2020. The company is building one
of the world’s first zero-carbon cities, called Masdar City, on the outskirts of Abu Dhabi.
The desert city, projected to host
50,000 people, is to be powered
entirely with renewable energy,
including solar power and wind
power.
MENA holds nearly half of the
world’s renewable energy potential that has not been properly exploited.
Saad Guerraoui is a frequent
contributor to The Arab Weekly
on Maghreb issues.
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Algeria sees security challenges after Mali attack
Tunis

A

lgeria closed its lengthy
borders with Libya and
Mali after the terrorist attack in Bamako in
which at least 19 people died as jihadists widened their
challenge to France’s interests a
week after the Paris attacks.
The massacre at Bamako’s Radisson Blu Hotel underscored security frailty of Mali and the struggle of
10,000 French and UN peacekeepers to bolster stability of the former
French colony.
The Arabic-language daily El
Khabar quoted an Algerian security source as saying a military
intelligence report triggered the
decision to close the borders and
stage a “wide military operation to
search suspected areas”.

The border move
aims to hold off ISIS
and other jihadist
groups throughout
Libya, Egypt,
Tunisia and the
Sahel region.
Algerian soldiers reportedly arrested five fighters and 30 smugglers with links to jihadist groups
who gave details about a coalition
between Tuareg rebels, al-Murabitun, the Movement for Unity and
Jihad in West Africa. The jihadist
formations have ties to both alQaeda in Islamic Maghreb (AQIM)
and the Islamic State (ISIS)
“The armed forces chief of staff
office and the minister of defence
took seriously that information
into account,” said El Khabar.

The border move, which locked
down most of Algeria’s 6,734mile desert borders, aims to hold
off ISIS and other jihadist groups
throughout Libya, Egypt, Tunisia
and the Sahel region.
In Nigeria and the Sahel region,
the Boko Haram terror group is
competing with ISIS in savagery
and expansionist ambitions. Boko
Haram has reportedly killed 3,500
people this year in an area stretching from north-eastern Nigeria to
Niger and Chad and Cameroon.
Experts say Algeria could play
the role of a “bastion of last resort” with its powerful military
and experience in fighting Islamist
violence for more than ten years.
But it still has to meet several
challenges, including ensuring a
smooth transition towards a more
open political system after nearly
two decades of rule by President
Abdelaziz Bouteflika and shrinking oil revenues that constitute its
economic lifeline.
Algeria had already broken a taboo. In 2013, it allowed French jet
fighters to fly over its territory to
intervene against Islamist fighters
in neighbouring Mali — sealing a de
facto alliance with France against
jihadists since then.
AQIM was born in Algeria and
maintains a presence east of Algiers in the Kabylie mountains. It
killed at least nine Algerian soldiers in an ambush not far from
the capital in July. Smaller groups,
including al-Murabitun, an alQaeda breakaway faction led by
former Algerian army paratrooper
Mokhtar Belmokhtar and which
claimed the Bamako hotel assault,
al-Qaeda-linked Uqba ibn Nafi and
ISIS-linked Jund al-Khilafa continue to operate across and within
Algeria’s borders.
El Khabar, apparently basing its
article on a recent intelligence re-

port, talked of an unprecedented
alliance between ISIS and other
jihadist factions for the purpose
of opening a new front against
France’s presence in Mali.
The new threat could create a
problem for Paris as it fears spreading too thin, between facing off
to the jihadist challenge at home,
ensuring the defence of its huge
interests in Africa and pursuing
a second war front against ISIS in
Syria.

TUNISIA

Lamine Ghanmi

Algerian authorities
fear jihadists
outside its borders
could boost the
ranks of remaining
jihadists on its soil.
Despite a UN-backed deal in
June 2014, the Malian army and
thousands of peacekeepers are
struggling to impose order amid
deep inter-communal tensions
and frequent attacks by jihadists.
The West African country is seeking to put an end to successive Tuareg uprisings dating back to independence from France in 1960.
French newspaper Le Monde
quoted unnamed Defence Ministry sources as saying Paris could be
forced to trim its military presence
in Africa to meet military requirements stemming from French
President François Hollande’s demand to intensify the fight against
ISIS in Syria.
Algerian Prime Minister Abdelmalek Sellal said a global front by
the “civilised world” is needed to
crush the “barbaric group”. Former
Defence minister Khaled Nezzar,
lionised by Algerian anti-Islamists
for spearheading the fight against
Islamist insurgents to “safeguard
Algeria’s republican order”, said

only troops on the ground can defeat ISIS. Air strikes, according to
him, will have no decisive effect in
the global war on ISIS.
Local analysts privy to the thinking of security and military leaders
say Algerian authorities fear jihadists outside its borders could boost
the ranks of remaining jihadists
on its soil as weary Algerian youth
have lost enthusiasm for jihad.
They cite estimates by Algerian

security services putting the number of Algerians fighting with ISIS
in Syria and Iraq at about 250 for
a population of around 40 million
compared to 4,000 Tunisians from
a population of 11 million. They
also note that most of the assailants in the raid by an al-Qaeda affiliate against the Amenas gas field in
southern Algeria early in 2013 were
foreign jihadists who crossed into
Algeria from Libya.

Concerns in Morocco over home-grown jihadists
Saad Guerraoui

Stockholm

M

oroccan security services raised the country’s terror alert to its
highest level following the terror attacks
in Paris and the arrest in Turkey of
Moroccans suspected of joining the
Islamic State (ISIS) has drawn attention to the North African country’s jihadist problem.
“The security services have been
mobilised in sensitive areas of the
kingdom to control the situation
calmly. We always prepare for the
worst scenarios,” a security official
told Alyaoum24.
Socialist MP Ahmed Reda Chami
confirmed on Twitter the elevation

of the alert a few minutes after the
Paris attacks on November 13th,
posting: “Morocco: Alert status
raised to the highest level after the
attacks in France to deal with any
eventuality. No panic, it’s a normal
procedure.”
Morocco was part of the US-led
coalition fighting ISIS jihadists in
Syria and Iraq but Jordan’s King
Abdullah II told Fox News in April
that Morocco withdrew from the alliance.
Morocco had been a target of terrorist organisations well before the
January attack on the headquarters
of the Charlie Hebdo magazine in
Paris.
“Morocco has always been a target of terrorist networks. Rabat has
announced today (November 16th)
that a jihadist cell was dismantled

in Beni Mellal… We now hear such
news almost every week,” analyst
Mountacir Zian said.
Morocco’s Interior Ministry said
the four suspects arrested in Beni
Mellal were at an advanced stage of
preparing terrorist acts in the kingdom. “The alleged leader of this
criminal gang had established contacts with the Islamic State leaders
to get logistical support for terrorist
acts,” it added.
“ISIS jihadists consider all those
who ally with ‘the crusaders’ as
their enemies. So Morocco falls in
that line,” said Zian, director-general of the Mediterranean Company of
Analysis and Strategic Intelligence.
ISIS has expanded its operations
to North Africa, taking advantage
of a deteriorating security situation
in the region since 2011. Libya has

become a haven for ISIS and other
jihadist formations. Hundreds of
jihadists from North Africa have
trained there before heading to
Iraq, Syria and other hotspots.
The Tunisian government says
3,000 Tunisians have joined the
conflicts in Syria and Iraq. It also
claimed it prevented 12,490 people
from joining the wars.
There are more than 3,000 jihadists of Moroccan origin who are
fighting in Syria and Iraq, according
to Interior Minister Mohamed Hassad, However, the figure could be
much higher.
Turkey has begun deporting Moroccans detained at Istanbul’s main
airport over suspected links to ISIS.
The eight, who said they went to
Istanbul on holiday, were detained
by border police and questioned by

Candlelight vigil outside the parliament in Rabat, Morocco, on November 15th, in solidarity with the victims of attacks in Paris.

profiling experts who flagged them
as suspected militants, a government official said.
Some of the suspects have been
deported. The others are being
questioned but will be sent to Morocco soon, a second official said.
The deportations came just two
weeks after Ankara expelled 41 Moroccans, also detained at Ataturk
airport on suspicion of going to join
ISIS.

There are more than
3,000 jihadists of
Moroccan origin
who are fighting in
Syria and Iraq.
“We should ask ourselves why
these people joined the ISIS group,”
said Zian, citing poverty and exclusion as reasons behind their radicalisation.
“Some of those who are fighting for ISIS will certainly flee the
Russian bombardments in Syria
and come back to Morocco, which
will present the biggest risk to the
country,” warned Zian, who called
on the government to take serious
measures to de-radicalise jihadists
in prisons and reintegrate them into
society in an efficient manner.
Morocco’s Higher Council of Ulemas issued a fatwa on November
14th explaining the concept of jihad
and rejecting violence and terrorism.
In response to the Paris attacks,
the council said “jihad with weapons” is a remedy in cases of “extreme necessity” when Muslims are
“attacked by their enemies and that
all peaceful means fail”.
The minister of Religious Affairs
issued a statement urging preachers to “light up” citizens by demonstrating that all forms of violence
and coercion have nothing to do
with Islam.
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Gaza Palestinians dream of Europe
Saud Abu Ramadan

Gaza City

M

ohammed
Abdul
Rahman, a 25-yearold jobless Palestinian from the Gaza
Strip, is all set. He has
a visa to Turkey but awaits the reopening of Gaza’s border with Egypt
to fly there before trying to reach
Europe by boat with the help of
smugglers. He hopes he will eventually end up in Sweden.
More than a year ago, Abdul
Rahman made it as far as Egypt’s
Mediterranean port of Alexandria,
where a boat smuggling him and
other emigrants to Italy sank. All
passengers, including Abdul Rahman, were arrested and sent to
their home countries.
“This time, it’s different because
I have a visa to Turkey,” an optimistic Rahman said with a smirk. “All
I’m waiting for is the border with
Egypt to reopen so that I can fly
from there to Turkey.”

Tens of thousands of
young men and
women are
desperate to flee a
long list of hardships
in Gaza.
After that he said he would connect with smugglers to reach Europe.
“For sure, I’ll sneak into Europe
somehow, like the thousands of
Iraqis and Syrians who made it successfully there,” Rahman said. “I
want to live in Sweden.”
Tens of thousands of young men
and women are desperate to flee a
long list of hardships in Gaza. Most
prominent are soaring unemploy-

ment and poverty rates, massive
destruction to the infrastructure
caused by an Israeli war in the summer of 2014 and a stringent Israeli
blockade.
Fanning the flames are social restrictions imposed by the governing Hamas administration, which
enforces strict Islamic code, such
as veiling women, banning alcohol
and the mixing of sexes in public.
Gaza was ostracised internationally for Hamas’s 2007 violent
takeover of the area from the Palestinian Authority (PA), which is in
charge of the West Bank. That left
Gazans, squeezed into a small territory between Israel and Egypt with
little room to breathe.
What was more annoying to
many in Gaza were television reports in October about the world
outcry over Syrian and Iraqi refugees emigrating to Europe, specifically Germany. Many in Gaza,
who are unable to travel under the
Israeli siege, grew more frustrated.
In September 2014, weeks after
the Israeli war on Gaza ended, 160
immigrants, including many from
Gaza, were aboard the ship that
sank off Alexandria. Fifteen Gaza
Palestinians died and 70 other
Gazans, including Abdul Rahman,
were arrested.
Gaza government figures show
that the highest percentage of the
population of 1.8 million determined to leave the Gaza Strip are
aged 19-30. They are described as
having “lost hope in a future in
Gaza”.
Hassan Ahmed, a 24-year-old
unemployed Gaza resident, said he
tried several times to cross into Israel and head to Europe. “But each
time, the Israelis caught me and
sent me back home,” Ahmed said,
laughing.
Asked why he wants to leave
Gaza, Ahmed said: “Look. Here in
Gaza, I couldn’t find a job.

Palestinians present their documents as they seek travel permits to cross into Egypt, at the Rafah
border crossing.
“All the doors were closed in
front of me. I had to start somehow
to build a future, whereby I can get
married, have children and buy a
house but the economy in Gaza is
bad and if I stay, I’ll remain where
I am.”
Even for those working, the situation is not rosy.
Mohammed Abul Kheir, 24, was
hired a few months ago to staff a
small kiosk on the beach in Gaza.
He sells tea and coffee to fishermen
and local tourists. The father of a
2-year-old daughter said he earned
$5 per day, working for ten hours.
Abul Kheir said he plans to take

his wife and daughter “to live in a
European country”.
“At least there’s peace and stability there,” he said.
Raji Sourani, director of the Palestinian Centre for Human Rights,
said young Gazans leave because of
a “lack of jobs, the growing rates of
unemployment and poverty”.
Sorani said many residents believe that the borders with Israel
and Egypt will remain closed as
long as bickering exists between
Hamas and the PA’s Fatah faction.
Omer Shaban, who heads the private think-tank Gaza PalThink, said
Palestinian reconciliation was not

happening anytime soon, thus the
“situation in Gaza will get worse
and [many] more people will want
to leave in search of a better life
abroad”.
But for the Hamas-run government, Israel is to blame for the
trouble. “The siege and the closure
of the border is frustrating people,”
said Gaza Deputy Interior Minister
Kamel Abu Madi.

missile attack and I have nothing
left at all.”
Bassel is one of tens of thousands
of Arabs who fled violence and civil
wars in the volatile Middle East,
taking the dangerous trip through
rough seas and walking in the cold
and dark forests of Europe to fulfil
a dream of a better life abroad but
only to discover that reality is not
rosy.
In October 2015, more than
180,000 refugees reached Germany,
of whom nearly 89,000 were Syrian,
according to German government
figures. In the same month, 1,777
people were sent to other European

countries due to the Dublin regulations, an EU law that specifies that
refugees must apply for asylum in
the country they first enter.
“This is hell on Earth,” lamented
Ahmed, a 23-year-old Iraqi college
student, who was in his senior year,
majoring in sciences when he fled
the southern port city of Basra to
neighbouring Jordan in September
2012.
The Sunni Muslim said he fled his
native city shortly after he received
a death threat from Shia militias,
who had kidnapped his father and
killed his younger brother in September 2012. His father has disappeared, Ahmed said.
In October 2014, Ahmed flew to
Turkey, where he was smuggled
into Europe and arrived in Hamburg in early December 2014. Since
then, he has been confined to a
tented refugee encampment near
Hamburg airport but he holds a special permit that gives him access to
the city.
“There’s no privacy in the dormitory because there are 40 others sharing it. We don’t get enough
food because the meals are rationed. My monthly salary from
the government is 143 euros ($152),
which is barely enough to cover my
personal expenses,” the soft-spoken Iraqi told The Arab Weekly in
a telephone interview from Jordan.
“Besides, there are no jobs and
life is unstable. I saw several refugees who applied for asylum being
rejected and told they will be sent
back home,” added Ahmed, who
used his Facebook page to discourage other Arab refugees from leaving home.
“Back home, it’s unsafe and one
would not know when he would be
killed in an explosion. But here, life
has no taste, no meaning at all. How
could it be good if I share a bed in a
tent that has 40 or 50 other people
around me? We share the toilets,

food and everything. I want to go
out, work and get my own apartment,” he said.
He said the desperation of refugees in the camp was evident. “In
October, they found a Syrian man
dead. He committed suicide by
hanging himself in the toilet,” he
said.

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

Life is a struggle for Mideast refugees in Europe
Roufan Nahhas

Hamburg, Germany

O

n a cold January night,
Bassel, a 28-year-old
chef from Damascus, set
out on a perilous trip to
Europe, taking a boat
from Turkey. It took him a month to
reach his destination in Hamburg,
Germany.
Once at the major northern German port city, he was admitted to
a camp for refugees, sharing a tent
with ten people, Iraqis and Syrians.

In September, he was allowed to
work, so he took a job working at a
falafel stand outside the encampment.
“I survived the dangerous trip
and was so eager to come here,
thinking that Germany is paradise,” Bassel said while preparing a
falafel sandwich, a traditional Middle Eastern food made from ground
chickpeas and fava beans.
“Life is not easy in Europe,” he
said “I’m now literally fighting to
make a living and start a new life.
“I can’t go back. Syria is not safe.
Besides, I have nothing to go back
to. My house was destroyed in a

A migrant tries to keep warm outside his tent at the Greek-Macedonian border, on November 25th.

In October 2015,
more than 180,000
refugees reached
Germany.
Ahmed said other refugees in the
encampment come mostly from
Iraq and Syria. But there are others, mainly from the West Bank and
Gaza Strip, Somalia, Afghanistan,
Serbia and Albania.
He said he spends his days looking for a job but many shops turn
him down because his German language skills are weak. “I speak a little, just to get by, but not to work,”
he said. “I’m learning, but it will
take a long time because it is a difficult language.”
Both Ahmed and Bassel insisted
they not have their surnames published, fearing it may hurt their asylum status.
Both emphasised they love their
new home but predicted that it may
take them long to adapt because of
the language barrier and the cultural shock they endured coming to a
foreign country with different customs, traditions and values.
“Everything is so organised and
clean here. People are nice and welcoming to the refugees but I don’t
feel I belong,” said Bassel.
Ahmed said he liked the Germans
he mingled with but “life here is
totally different. People mind their
own business and nobody looks in
your face, even if you lie dead in the
street.
“That makes me feel very lonely”.

16

November 27, 2015

Russia & Iran

News & Analysis

Just how firm is the Russian-Iranian alliance?
Mark N. Katz

Washington

R

ussian
President
Vladimir Putin visited
Tehran on November
23rd to address the Gas
Exporting Countries Forum (GECF). He also met with Iranian Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei and President Hassan Rohani.
Putin’s visit contributed to the
widely held view that Russia and
Iran are becoming more closely
allied. While Moscow and Tehran
have had many differences in the
past, what underlies their alliance now is their commitment to
defend the Assad regime in Syria
against its many opponents — including those backed by Saudi Arabia, Qatar and Turkey.
Appearances, though, can be deceiving.
In a truly astounding Wall Street
Journal article published November 19th, Jay Solomon discussed
details of the October 11th meetings Putin had in Sochi with Saudi
Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud
and Abu Dhabi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan.
In response to Saudi warnings
that Russian intervention in Syria
would be opposed by Sunnis because Moscow was allying with
Shia Iran, Solomon reported that
Putin “surprised his royal guests
by stressing Russia would seek to
diminish Iran’s role inside Syria”
and that the Russian president said
if the Arab states supported him,
he would help them in their efforts
to contain Tehran.

Putin gives
some degree of
support
to each side to
maximise Russian
leverage.
Solomon reported a few weeks
earlier that Putin told Israeli Prime
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu that
“Russia’s role in Syria could serve
to constrict Iran’s and Hezbollah’s

operations”. In other words, the
pitch that Putin is reportedly making clear to Gulf Arabs and Israelis
is that Russia is their best hope for
limiting, if not eliminating, Iranian
influence in Syria.
The Iranians were undoubtedly aware of this article and if
they asked Putin about its veracity he undoubtedly would have
told them that Solomon’s story is
“baseless” and that what Russia
was actually doing in Syria was
helping Iran by blunting the impact of Gulf Arab and Turkish support to the anti-Assad opposition
as well as limiting what America
and the West can do there.

Putin is reportedly
making it clear to
Gulf Arabs and
Israelis that Russia
is their best hope for
limiting, if not
eliminating, Iranian
influence.
It is doubtful, though, that
Khamenei or Rohani would have
been reassured. Indeed, this article
and similar reports provide confirmation of something Iranians have
long believed: Despite Russian
professions of friendship towards
Tehran, Moscow is always willing to sell out Iranian interests in
exchange for concessions from or
cooperation with the United States
or others, including the Gulf Arabs
or even Israel.
So what is Putin actually doing?
It may simply be that he is telling
different things to different governments in the region so that all
of them will believe that they need
him to restrain their adversaries.
And even if they doubt his professions of friendship, they may calculate that it is better to work with
Putin even if he is also working
with their adversaries. To not do so
would risk Russia supporting those
adversaries even more strongly.
This strategy is consistent with
how Putin has behaved in similar
situations. He does not ally exclusively with one side against the
other but gives some degree of

Russian President Vladimir Putin (L) speaks with his Iranian counterpart Hassan Rohani in Tehran,
Iran, on November 23rd.
support to each side to maximise
Russian leverage over both.
This approach may actually work
— at least for a while. Neither side
in the dispute is happy that Putin
is supporting both sides but they
have little choice in the short run.
Since neither side likes that Moscow is doing this, resentment towards Russia grows. And if an opportunity arises for either or both
parties to dispense with Russia’s
“support”, they seize it — either
through dealing directly with each
other or through another intermediary, such as the United States.
In Syria, the Gulf Arabs in particular will not trust Putin’s claims
that he can limit Iranian influence
unless he delivers on the expecta-

tions that he raised. And considering that the Iranian presence in
Syria is much larger than the Russian one, it is highly doubtful that
Putin can reduce Iranian influence
in Syria. And Iran can be depended
on to vigorously resist any attempt
by Moscow to persuade or force
Syrian President Bashar Assad to
relinquish power — the one step
that really would gain the gratitude of the Gulf Arab states. Indeed, just the suspicion on the part
of the Iranian leadership that Putin
might try to do this is likely to poison the supposed alliance between
Moscow and Tehran.
Yet if Putin does not persuade or
cajole Assad to relinquish power,
it is doubtful that the Gulf Arabs

will regard him as a useful partner
or refrain from actions detrimental
to Russia, including support for
Sunni opposition forces not just in
Syria, but in Russia itself.
By attempting to persuade everyone in the region that Russia is
their indispensable partner, Putin
may only succeed in convincing
everyone that Moscow is simply
playing games and cannot be relied upon to actually help them
against their adversaries.
Mark N. Katz is a professor of
government and politics at George
Mason University in the United
States. Links to his recent articles
can be found at
www.marknkatz.com

The Moscow-Tehran partnership is no love affair

View poi nt

Umid
Niayesh

R

ussian President
Vladimir Putin
recently paid a visit to
Tehran, his first in the
last eight years. He
arrived to participate
in the Gas Exporting Countries
Forum (GECF) summit.
The visit attracted global interest
as it came at a sensitive period.
Russia has launched air strikes in
Syria to support President Bashar
Assad, one of the Islamic Republic’s key allies. It was assumed
Tehran and Moscow officials
talked about Syria during the visit.
Suffering the Ukraine and
Crimea problems and the West’s
crushing sanctions, Russia sees
isolated Iran as a reliable ally.
However, Tehran does not have
the same feeling towards Moscow.
Putin, a veteran KGB officer, is
playing a multidimensional game.
On the one hand he lobbies with
Saudi Arabia, Iran’s main regional
rival, over the future of Assad and
with Israel about limiting Iran’s
threat against Tel Aviv. On the
other hand, he tries to reassure
Tehran about their alliance in
Syria.

Moscow is not in a
position to dictate its
will to Tehran.

After the fall of the Saddam
Hussein government in Iraq and
Muammar Qaddafi in Libya, Syria
is one of Moscow’s last bastions
in the region. Russia, however, is
more flexible than Iran on the issue
of Assad’s future.
Compared to Tehran, Moscow
follows a more realistic and longterm policy in Syria. Russia’s problem is not the fate of Assad and the
so-called “axis of resistance”. The
Syrian issue is also beyond being
only a card against the West in the
Ukraine-Crimea game.
Access to warm-water ports and

safeguarding control over future
energy corridors can be considered
Moscow’s long-term objectives in
Syria.
Tehran and Moscow can continue their close cooperation in Syria
in the short term but, in the long
term, Russia most likely would
leave Iran halfway. While Tehran,
blindly insisting on maintaining
Assad, has closed all doors for
dialogue with opposition groups,
Russia can reach an agreement
with Iran’s regional rivals and Syrian opposition as well, winning an
important position of influence in

Compared
to Tehran,
Moscow
follows
a more
realistic and
long-term
policy in
Syria.

Mutual involvement. Iranian soldiers carry the coffin of Abdollah Bagheri, a
bodyguard of former Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. Bagheri was
recently killed in Syria.

the future of the strategic country.
That is exactly why Tehran does
not see Moscow as a reliable partner in Syria.
Currently, however, Moscow is
not in a position to dictate its will
to Tehran as the Islamic Republic
has the upper hand on the ground,
largely thanks to its proxy militia,
the National Defence Force.
Trying to ensure Iran, Putin
in his November 23rd meeting
with Iranian Supreme Leader
Ali Khamenei hailed the Islamic
Republic as a “reliable and dependable” ally in the region, stressing
that Moscow does not betray its
friends.
However, the veteran intelligence officer is aware that Tehran’s
Shia-based policy has no perspective in Syria and a country with
Sunni majority will not be a second
Iraq for the Islamic Republic.
Moscow is not going to sacrifice
its long-term interests for Iran’s uncertain future in the Arab country
and destiny will separate the two
partners sooner or later.
Russia has repeatedly shown
that Tehran cannot count on its
support in sensitive periods. It has
happened in various occasions
as Moscow refused to deliver the
S-300 missile system to Tehran and
did not provide the expected support in the nuclear case.
Umid Niayesh is an Iranian
journalist and political analyst
focusing on Iran’s domestic and
foreign policy.
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Mounting xenophobia among
US Republican candidates
Gregory Aftandilian

Washington

A

mericans are rightly
proud of their political
traditions encompassed
in such documents as
the Declaration of Independence and the US constitution.
And as a nation of immigrants, the
United States has generally been a
welcoming country to those fleeing
persecution or who simply want a
better economic future.
But there have also been ugly periods in American history when fear
and prejudice against the “other”
gripped the body politic.

Trump would not
rule out requiring
Muslims to carry an
identification card
that would note
their religion.
In the past hundred years, such
episodes of xenophobia included
the highly restrictive immigration
act of 1924 that was used to exclude
people from Eastern and Southern
Europe and from the Middle East;
the turning back of Jewish refugees
fleeing Nazi Germany in the late
1930s; the internment of JapaneseAmericans during World War II; and
sporadic attacks against Muslim
Americans in the aftermath of 9/11.
Sadly, the Paris terrorist attacks

combined with the migrant crisis
have sparked another bout of xenophobia, which is most publicly apparent in the appalling political
discourse among most Republican
presidential candidates.
US Senator Ted Cruz, R-Texas, has
said the United States should only
allow in Syrian Christians, not Muslims, a comment that was echoed by
former Florida governor Jeb Bush,
though Bush later distanced himself from the statement. New Jersey
Governor Chris Christie said all Syrian refugees should be turned away,
even children under 5 years of age.
Not to be outdone, businessman
Donald Trump and his top rival, Ben
Carson — who are currently at the
top of the Republican polls — went
much further. Trump has said he
would “strongly consider” shutting down mosques, would “absolutely” want a data base of MuslimAmericans and would not rule out
requiring Muslims to carry an identification card that would note their
religion.
Carson compared the migrants to
a rabid dog: “If there is a rabid dog
running around your neighbourhood, you’re probably not going to
assume something good about that
dog… It doesn’t mean you hate all
dogs… but you are putting your intellect into motion.”
When Senator Marco Rubio, RFla., was given the chance by a reporter to criticise Trump’s remarks,
he dodged the issue. Instead, Rubio
likened the Paris attacks to a “clash
of civilisations”.
These Republican candidates

seemed to have forgotten former
President George W. Bush’s finest
hour. In the immediate aftermath
of 9/11, he went to a mosque and
accused the terrorists of trying to
hijack the Islamic faith. “The enemy
of America is not our many Muslim
friends,” Bush said, “[but] a radical
network of terrorists.”
Fear and prejudice have not only
gripped most of the Republican
candidates but also the Republicancontrolled US House of Representatives. On November 19th, the House
passed a bill with overwhelming
Republican support (as well as 47
Democrats) that would require the
FBI director to certify the background investigation of each refugee from Syria and Iraq. In addition,
US security services would have to
certify that none of the refugees is a
security risk.

Sadly, the Paris
terrorist attacks
combined with the
migrant crisis have
sparked another
bout of xenophobia.
It is not clear if the bill will pass
the Senate, and it is impractical
on many levels, not least of which
would be to bottle up the FBI director’s time with a huge bureaucratic
undertaking.
Although some Democratic governors and other local Democratic
officials are on board with this
xenophobic bandwagon, the three

Immigrant rights protesters raise a banner during Republican
presidential debate, on November 20th, in Des Moines, Iowa.
Democratic presidential candidates
denounced it in no uncertain terms.
Hillary Clinton, for example, said
that turning away orphans, applying a religious test, and discriminating against Muslims is “just not who
we are.” Former Maryland governor
Martin O’Malley sharply criticised
Trump for suggesting an ID system
for Muslims. And Senator Bernie
Sanders, from Vermont, denounced
what he saw was “Islamophobia”
and said he will “not turn our backs
on the refugees”.
The Democratic candidates are
taking the high road and are reminding the American electorate that the
Republican candidates’ positions on
this issue are contrary to American
values.
Although such noble sentiments
will resonate with the Democratic
candidates’ more liberal base, another major terrorist incident in
Europe or one in the United States
would have the effect of solidifying
the anti-refugee sentiment among

Republicans, independents and
even some Democrats.
There are many ironies here. Most
of the perpetrators of the Paris attacks were French- or Belgian-born
Muslims, not members of the recent
wave of refugees. Moreover, US authorities already have in place an extensive refugee screening process.
If the fear is that the Islamic State
(ISIS) will infiltrate terrorists into
the refugee masses, wouldn’t that
be akin to Fidel Castro trying to infiltrate communists into Cuban migrants seeking refuge in the United
States since the early 1960s? If the
current rhetoric were applied then,
the United States would not have allowed any Cubans to seek refuge, including the father of Ted Cruz. How
easily some people forget.
Gregory Aftandilian is an associate
of the Middle East Center at the
University of MassachusettsLowell and is a former US State
Department Middle East analyst.

The US, between hysteria and a few good ideas
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Rasha Elass

T

he aftermath of the
Paris attacks and the
subsequent security
threat in Belgium have
ignited heated debates
in the United States
that range from anti-refugee
hysteria to more sober ideas about
resolving the war in Syria.
Nowhere was the xenophobic
frenzy more deafening than with
Republican candidate and retired
brain surgeon Ben Carson, who
made an insulting analogy between
Syrian refugees and “rabid dogs
running around your neighbourhood”.
Carson’s Republican rival Donald
Trump offered an equally shocking perspective. He suggested that
Muslims in America should be
made to wear identifying insignia
in a way that would not be too different from when the Nazis made
Jews wear the Star of David.
Campaign trail hyperbole aside,
Washington-based regional analysts continued to do what they do
best: offer ideas even when no one
is listening.
Perhaps one of the bolder suggestions was put forth by former CIA
military analyst Kenneth Pollack,
who earned distinction within the
intelligence community for his
work on Iran, Iraq and the Persian
Gulf War. He is calling for creating
a new Syrian army with a relatively
limited capacity, one that can withstand the fight against the Islamic
State (ISIS) and the Assad regime.
“I’m not looking to build a Syrian
opposition army that’s equivalent
to the American army, but it simply

Debates in the United
States range from
anti-refugee hysteria to
more sober ideas about
the war in Syria.

has to be good enough to beat ISIS
with air cover from the US,” he said
on the sidelines of a conference
hosted by the Brookings Institution,
a Washington think-tank. “The
Syrian Army is dreadful. ISIS has a
vicious reputation but it’s mediocre
at best. So, build a serious army.”
The process would have to unfold
outside of Syria, Pollack explained.
Syrian recruits can be trained in
Jordan or Turkey before they are
sent back to their country to fight
in coordination with US air power.
Pollack said that the US effort to do
a variation of this in recent years
has been a failure because the approach was wrong.
“Our training was ridiculous
because we forced them to sign
that they will only fight ISIS. I’m
stunned we even found 50,” he
said.
Daniel Byman of the Brookings
Institution called for a variation
on another “failed” policy of the
Obama administration: containment.

“We found one of the biggest
problems [with containment] is
that the violence spills over into
other states with the spread of
terrorist groups and creation of
new ones and instability and war
that gets more massive. We’ve
already seen it in Syria and now the
renewal of civil war in Iraq, and we
need to prevent it from spreading
to Lebanon, Jordan, Turkey and
on and on. Saudi’s intervention in
Yemen I think is an extension of
that,” Byman said.
The solution? Focus on containing refugees, who number in the
millions and reside in neighbouring
countries and many of whom are
unlikely to return to Syria anytime
soon, he said.
“We’re having a generation of refugees raised not at home and not
integrated where they are. They’re
young people, ripe for recruitment by radical groups. To contain
the violence, start with refugees,
not just feeding and clothing, but
policing, moving them away from

Even more
dramatic
is the
disconnect
between
the United
States and
the more
powerful
regional
players
such as
Saudi
Arabia.

Former US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton at the New York-based Council
on Foreign Relations, on November 19th.

borders, integrating them into host
society, significant humanitarian
effort with security ramifications,”
Byman said.
His suggestions highlight a big
disconnect between the United
States and its allies in the Middle
East. Neither Jordan nor Lebanon
has expressed interest in “integrating” Syrian refugees into their local
societies, which are overstretched
in the face of unemployment, inflation and security concerns.
But even more dramatic is the
disconnect between the United
States and the more powerful regional players such as Saudi Arabia,
the Gulf Cooperation Council, of
which Saudi Arabia is a member,
and Turkey, which has a direct
hand in the war in Syria, but very
different priorities from the United
States. The latter wants to focus
solely on defeating ISIS, while
Turkey wants to unseat Assad and
rein in Kurdish rebels. Saudi Arabia,
mired in a war in Yemen with no
end in sight, prioritises rolling back
Iran’s influence in the region above
anything else, even ISIS.
“It’s a regional conflict and needs
a regional solution and that means
that whatever else we do, we need
to convene a regional security
dialogue, not driven by outside
actors, but by the interests of those
in the region, addressing sectarian
identity and the role of Islam, to
end this war and squeeze ISIS,” said
Tamara Cofman Wittes, director of
the Center for Middle East Policy at
Brookings.
There is no shortage of ideas
among Washington’s experts but
with a little more than a year left
before US President Barack Obama
leaves office, most seem resigned
to seeing no change in policy before
then.
“This administration’s approach
is self-defeating and the easy
solutions we lost years ago,” said
Pollack.
Rasha Elass is a Washington
correspondent for the Arab Weekly.
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UAE to invest $35 billion in alternative energy
The Arab Weekly staff

Dubai

T

he United Arab Emirates
is expected to invest $35
billion in non-hydrocarbon energy by 2020, and
leading the way in its alternative energy endeavours is Abu
Dhabi’s Masdar City, a 6-sq.-kilometre development fully powered
with renewable energy.
Described as a high-tech urban
ecosystem, Masdar City is 17 km
from downtown Abu Dhabi and is a
low-carbon, low-waste sustainable
urban development, 60% of which
is planned to be residential. According to its developers, Masdar City is
a “green print” for how cities of the
future can accommodate urbanisation while remaining resource efficient or, as some experts have put
it, preparing the UAE after oil.

The UAE has
channelled $840
million into
renewable energy
projects in 25
countries.
Masdar City is being built by Masdar, a subsidiary of governmentowned Mubadala Development
Company, which has headquarters
in Abu Dhabi, with substantial investment from the Abu Dhabi government.
The scope of Masdar’s activities
include renewable power generation, carbon abatement and sequestration, sustainable urban planning
and development, demand reduction technologies and systems as
well as investments in renewable
energy and clean technology.
The company has ambitious
plans of “leveraging its resources
from the hydrocarbon industry
into this new sector”, according
to Nawal al-Hosany, head of sustainability at Masdar. The firm has
joined a number of clean energy
projects abroad, Hosany said, investing some of the massive financial reserves the UAE built up over
the years.
“The UAE became the only OPEC
country that not only exports oil
but also exports renewable energy
around the world,” Hosany said.

A building in Masdar City, on the outskirts of Abu Dhabi.
One of Masdar’s most ambitious
projects in terms of renewable energy is the Shams 1 solar power
plant, west of Abu Dhabi and estimated to cost $600 million. With
a 100-megawatt (MW) capacity,
Shams 1 is the world’s largest solar
power plant in operation.
In terms of its global investments, Masdar owns a 20% stake
in the London Array wind power
project, which has a capacity to
generate 630 MW, enough to power
nearly 500,000 homes in Britain.
Masdar is also a partner in Spain’s
Gemasolar thermosolar project,
the world’s first solar power station
that generates electricity at night.
The UAE’s drive in developing
alternative energy projects comes
during a time of self-reflection in

the Gulf state about what happens
when crude oil is no longer a viable
resource.
This reality has not gone unnoticed by the UAE government, with
Abu Dhabi Crown Prince Sheikh
Mohammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan
recently warning that the country’s
last tanker load will be exported in
50 years.
The Gulf state set in motion plans
to diversify its economy years ago
and it is one of the most diversified in that regard among Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries,
according to experts. Hydrocarbon
revenues account for only 25% of
the country’s gross domestic product (GDP).
“We understood that for us to
maintain our leadership in the [en-

ergy] sector, we have to get into renewable, and we have done that,”
Masdar Chief Executive Officer Ahmad Belhoul said.
The UAE has channelled $840
million into renewable energy projects in 25 countries, according to
its Foreign Ministry.

The UAE became the
only OPEC country
that not only exports
oil but also exports
renewable energy.
“We look at this from a development perspective, not just commercial,” said Thani al-Zeyoudi, the
head of energy and climate change
at the UAE Foreign Ministry and its

permanent representative to the
International Renewable Energy
Agency (IRENA), an Abu Dhabibased intergovernmental organisation that works to promote the
adoption and sustainable use of
renewable energy.
In October, figures released by
IRENA proposed that countries in
the GCC could earn hundreds of
billions of dollars if they meet their
renewables energy targets by 2030.
The agency justified its findings
with the rationale that meeting the
targets would save 4 billion barrels
of oil, which could be exported,
rather than used domestically.
The report said that at crude prices of about $50 a barrel, this would
equal $200 billion in additional revenue for Gulf countries.

First Tunisian-Libyan business forum held in Tunis
cline in economic relations. That includes the establishment of a maritime line to bolster the supply and
export of goods between the two
countries.

Soumaya Sokkar

Tunis

H

undreds of Libyan and
Tunisian investors and
business leaders agreed
to launch a number of
joint projects during the
first forum for their countries’ economic partnership.
The projects include the construction of three markets in Libya to offer Tunisian products.
The forum, November 23rd in Tunis, convened under the aegis of the
Higher Tunisian-Libyan Business
Council and the Confederation of
Tunisian Citizen Enterprises to promote and strengthen commercial
exchange and investments between
the two countries.
Both Tunisia and Libya have suffered serious economic slowdowns
since popular uprisings in 2011.
Higher Tunisian-Libyan Business Council Director Abdelhafidh
Sakroufi said markets scheduled
to open in Benghazi, Zintan and
Khams will constitute “an opportunity for Tunisian investors to boost
their business potential through the
promotion of exports”.
According to Fawzia al-Houni,
president of the Libyan and Tunisian Businesswomen’s Association,
the forum will “facilitate economic

The forum will
“facilitate economic
exchange, trade,
export,
procurement,
investment and
overall business
relations”.

Fawzia al-Houni, president of the Libyan and Tunisian Businesswomen’s Association, speaking at the
Tunisian-Libyan Business Forum in Tunis, on November 23rd.
exchange, trade, export, procurement, investment and overall business relations between Libya and
Tunisia”.
She described the launch of the
new project as “a good and important step to promote business partnership and economic activity in the
two countries”.
Houni stressed the particular role
that women could play, pointing out
that “circumstances, which have
forced Libyan women to live abroad
especially in Tunisia and Egypt

since 2011, have also equipped them
with a greater sense of business initiative”.
Abdul Fattah al-Ghaffar, chairman
and executive director of the Federation of Libyan Banks, said the business forum “is important for the two
neighbouring countries which need
each other in light of the difficult
circumstances that they are going
through”. The launch of this effort,
he added, comes at a critical time
for both countries as the Tunisian
economy needs “serious rethink

and support” and Libya faces hurdles related to its security situation
and the formation of a new unity
government.
Ghaffar says the rebuilding of
Tunisian-Libyan relations is a distinct possibility. Once a new unity
government is formed and “as soon
as the oil ports are back up and running” in Libya, trade will go back to
normal and possibly exceed previous levels, he asserted.
Participants at the forum called
for new solutions to stem the de-

According to Esam Abu Ajila, representative of the Central Bank of
Libya (CBL), one of the main impediments to good business relations
between Tunisian and Libyan operators has had to do with “delayed
payments and remittances”. But he
pointed out his banking institution
is working on solving these problems.
One of the main objectives of
CBL’s participation in the forum
was “to confer with businessmen
and share experiences with them
regarding the means of facilitating
trade formalities between the two
countries”, he said.
Soumaya Sokkar is an Arab Weekly
Tunisian-Egyptian writer. She is
based in Tunis.
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Shift in Tunisia-EU relationship

Rohani woos gas
partners with
capacity pledge

Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

I

n a shift towards a more “realistic” vision of its neighbourhood policy, the European
Union is engaging Tunisia to
forge a partnership designed
to elevate the Maghreb country
to just a few notches short of full
membership status.
Negotiations began in October,
three years after Brussels proposed
a new relationship based on a Deep
and Comprehensive Free Trade
Agreement (DCFTA) between Tunisia and the European Union.
Tunisia’s strongest economic
growth and relative social prosperity coincided with the implementation of a trade association agreement with the European Union
early in the 1990s. It is hoped the
more ambitious DCFTA deal would
jolt Tunisia’s agriculture and services sectors into higher levels of
value-added output and enhance
its global competitiveness.
Supporters of the deal argue
that the new relationship could
ease Tunisia’s daunting problems,
especially high unemployment
among university graduates and
inequality between the relatively
rich coastal edge and the hinterlands where low-yield farming is
the dominant activity.

Iran is dramatically increasing its
natural gas export capacity in preparation for the lifting of international sanctions, Iranian President
Hassan Rohani said. He told the Gas
Exporting Countries Forum (GECF)
that Iran was seeking international
partnerships to develop its vast oil
and gas reserves.
“I invite the leaders of the countries in this group to partner with
Iran and invest in developing Iran’s
gas resources for mutual benefit,”
he said. “Iran is ready to play a bigger role in the supply of gas.”
The GECF meeting comes a
week before Iran is to unveil model
contracts for future oil and gas
development. The announcement,
intended to lure global energy
companies, will be closely watched
ahead of the expected lifting of economic sanctions against Iran.
Iran’s gas production more than
doubled over a decade to 160.5
billion cubic metres in 2012. Rohani
said capacity would surge to more
than 1 trillion cubic metres in another two years.
(Reuters)

Oil prices little
changed after
Saudi remarks

Security threats,
including the
horrific attacks by
ISIS in Paris on
November 13th, have
caused Europeans to
modify
expectations.
“Tunisia believes economic integration is an engine of economic
growth and development,” said
Ridha Ben Mosbah, the government’s top economic adviser and
main Tunisian negotiator for the
DCFTA. “Negotiations will bring
about win-win solutions. We are
counting on our European partners
to reward Tunisia’s exceptional efforts. We are expecting special
proposals from them.”
EU Ambassador to Tunisia Laura
Baeza insisted that the European
Union will not steamroll the deal
on Tunisia, a country struggling
with the uncertainties of democratic transition, economic pressures and an expanding Islamic
State (ISIS) in neighbouring Libya.
“We will decide together on the
priorities. The approach will be
incremental. It would be asymmetric and take into account the
sensitivity of agriculture,” Baeza
said. “The DCFTA could be given
another name,” she added, in response to critics in Tunisia who
accuse the European Union of neocolonialism.
The stream of refugees has
forced the European Union to rethink its European Neighbourhood
Policy, initially launched in 2003.
Security threats, including the
horrific attacks by ISIS in Paris on
November 13th, have caused Europeans to modify expectations of
their southern neighbours, as past
policies promoting unfettered free
market access and liberal democracy have been unable to prevent
the forces that are undermining
stability and democratisation in its
“neighbourhood”.
EU officials acknowledge that
the earlier framework designed to
engage and transform the bloc’s
neighbours was flawed due to arrogance and naiveté.
“Our most pressing challenge
is the stabilisation of our neighbourhood,” Johannes Hahn, the
EU’s Commissioner for European
Neighbourhood Policy and Enlargement Negotiations, said in a
release. “Conflicts, terrorism and

Briefs

Oil prices changed little as traders
tried to decipher remarks by Saudi
Arabia suggesting a production
cutback in response to abundant
global supplies.
With oil prices under pressure
since mid-2014 amid oversupply
concerns, the market focused on remarks by Saudi Arabia Oil Minister
Ali al-Naimi, who called for efforts
to stabilise the energy market. He
said Saudi Arabia was prepared to
work with OPEC and non-OPEC
producers to support prices.
The 12-nation Organisation of the
Petroleum Exporting Countries has
a meeting in Vienna as it faces calls
for a cut in production.
“Ahead of the December 4th
OPEC meeting, it’s a positive sign
that the Saudis are talking this up
right now,” said Carl Larry of Frost
& Sullivan.
“I don’t know if they’re really
willing to cooperate.”
(Agence France-Presse)

Prime Minister of Tunisia Habib Essid (R) and High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs
and Security Policy Federica Mogherini, last July.
radicalisation threaten us all. But
poverty, corruption and poor governance are also sources of insecurity.”
An EU release explained: “Differentiation and greater mutual ownership will be further key elements
of the new European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP), recognising
that not all partners aspire to comply with EU rules and standards
and reflecting the wishes of each
country concerning the nature and
scope of its partnership with the
European Union.”

Supporters of the
deal argue that the
new relationship
could ease Tunisia’s
daunting problems.
“We have to build together a
safer environment, try to solve
the many crises of our common
region, support the development
and the growth of the poorest areas, and address the root causes of
migration,” EU High Representative Federica Mogherini said in the

same release.
Tunisia seeks to benefit from
the new EU policy during the next
round of negotiations, scheduled
for March 2016.
While some Tunisian experts
want the European Union to wait
for Tunisia to stabilise further,
others favour speeding up negotiations, stressing that the country
must reform its economy, including its underdeveloped farming
sector, with or without a deal with
the European Union.
“Worries about the unknown are
the biggest obstacle ahead of the
potential deal,” said Adel Messaoudi, an official of the farmers’ union
UTAP, at a recent gathering at the
Economic and Social Researches
and Studies Centre in Tunis.
Tunisian advocates of the DCFTA
emphasise the benefits of further
trade liberalisation with the European Union by underscoring the
bright spots of the more than four
decades of economic ties with the
European bloc.
“The [earlier] trade agreement
with the EU had broad and deep
impact. Tunisia experienced a full
change in its economic circum-

stances between 1995 and 2010 in
terms of rising income and consumption,” said Abdelaziz Halleb
of Tunisian employers’ association
UTICA.

“Our most pressing
challenge is the
stabilisation of our
neighbourhood.”
Sceptics cited figures to display
what they claim are Tunisia’s losses from pursuing close trade with
the European Union.
“The economic growth induced
by the free trade agreement with
the EU since 1995 was not enough
to absorb unemployment and ease
development imbalances and gaps
between regions,” said economic
analyst Jannet Ben Abdallah.
She estimated that Tunisia had
lost $9.2 billion-$11.7 billion in
lost tariffs between 1996 and 2010.
During that same period, the value
of its currency shrank from $1.27
to $2.30 per dinar, and almost half
of Tunisia’s manufacturing was
erased by the sheer competition.

Somali pirates
seize Iranian
fishing boat
Somali pirates attacked two fishing boats, capturing one from Iran
with 15 crew, an anti-piracy expert
said, adding that the vessel was
heading towards Somalia’s coast.
John Steed from Oceans Beyond
Piracy, which tracks ships that have
been attacked and helps support
hostages, said two vessels were
attacked.
One, a Thai fishing vessel, managed to escape when pirates struck
November 23rd. The second boat is
under control of pirates, apparently
heading towards Somalia’s Indian
Ocean coast.
Experts warned that illegal fishing by foreign trawlers off Somalia
threatens economic gains and could
push communities back to maritime
crime.
“The level of illegal fishing is
prompting these sort of attacks —
and the potential for bringing piracy
back,” Steed warned.
Piracy peaked in 2011 when
Somali pirates held more than 700
hostages.
(Agence France-Presse)
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A circus with ‘a Palestinian identity’
Malak Hasan

Ramallah

I

t was a definitive choice made
when an Israeli group refused
to perform in East Jerusalem
for Palestinian children but
flew a Palestinian child to perform at the Holocaust memorial in
Germany.
That is when Palestinian actor
Shadi Zomorrod quit as creative
director of an Israeli circus where
he had worked about about three
years.
“I decided I would rather teach
and help the children of Palestine,”
Zomorrod said.
The 36-year-old Palestinian from
Jerusalem founded the Palestinian
Circus School (PCS) in 2006, in partnership with the school’s Belgian
deputy director-general, Jessika
Devlieghere.

“There is no plan B.
If this place shuts
down, my life is
over.”
“We wanted to give Palestinian
children the playground they never
had,” Zomorrod said.
Mohammed Abu Taleb said PCS
turned his life around. He worked
in an oil-stained car repair shop as
a teenager before he attended the
school to become a trainer.
“If this place didn’t exist, I
would’ve been still working in the
old car mechanic joint,” the relieved 24-year-old said. “When I
am here, I forget about time. I forget about responsibilities, saving
up money and how can I afford to
get married.”
The school’s website states one of
its primary goals is to instil hope for
statehood in a new generation of
Palestinian artists. Another, the site
notes, is to encourage young Palestinians to look forward to a brighter
future after Israel’s occupation has

ended.
Zomorrod said he observed how
art changed feelings while on a
trip abroad attending an event that
brought together people of different nationalities and origins.
“I witnessed art change people
who once hated each other and I
thought maybe we, Palestinians
and Israelis, could have the same
experience,” he said.
Abu Taleb said PCS is the place
where he learnt how to move his
body, thoughts and emotions. “It
is not just a clown juggling clubs or
women wearing fitting clothes,” he
said proudly.
“We’re putting the smile back on
the faces of Palestinian children.”
PCS found shelter in a newly
renovated building in the heart of
Birzeit on the edge of the West Bank
city of Ramallah. PCS also stages
plays and offers summer school in
various cities in the Palestinian territories.
More than 5,000 students have
attended PCS in the past nine years.
There are currently about 350 students of different ages, trainers and
staff at the Ramallah school. PCS
also helps battered women and the
less-privileged, who are full-time
students.
Three students joined PCS in
2006 but the number grew when
the school proved that the plays
touched on the daily hardships of
Palestinians under a 48-year military occupation.
“We performed on issues that
reflected our environment. We
showed the people concepts they
were familiar with,” he said, referring to the Israeli separation wall
that cuts across the West Bank, dividing it from Israel.
The school’s first show was Circus Behind the Wall, Zomorrod said
adding: “We gained our society’s
trust and proved that a circus is
more than just jumping and doing
back flips.
“Our circus has a Palestinian
identity.”
For Zomorrod and Devlieghere,

Palestinian children play gymnastics at the Palestinian Circus School.
the deputy director-general, PCS
is not just a place where children
learn the technical side of the circus. Rather, it is where they learn
about self-reliance, attentiveness,
balance, hope, motivation and the
importance of family, Devlieghere
said.
Devlieghere, who speaks fluent
Arabic, insisted that PCS plays a
therapeutic role.
“Many Palestinians fall into a cycle of despair, which leads them to
choose between two things; either
leave the country or throw their
lives away,” she said. “Here, we
invest our time and resources to
make people feel happy.”
Although she said she hoped
that students would break from the
reality and come up with performance ideas that are not related to

the Israeli occupation, she said she
understood why Palestinians are
deeply affected by their reality.
Devlieghere said: “What we try
to do in this school is bring out the
best in Palestinians, because the
Israeli occupation is trying to bring
out the worst; the anger, frustration, sadness and madness.”
Mohammad al-Azza, a 15-yearold who has been involved with the
circus since the age of eight, was
shot in 2014 at Ofer military prison,
where many Palestinians protested
against Israeli violations. Two boys
with him were killed but Azza survived when a bullet missed his
heart by about one inch.
Devlieghere said Azza told her
that the Palestinian circus has become his entire life.
“He decided he would not throw

stones anymore because he will
not serve his country this way,”
she said. “He said he will serve
his country by becoming a strong,
proud and alive circus artist.”
Being a new phenomenon in the
Palestinian territories is one of the
circus’s biggest challenges. Devlieghere said “to introduce a new
idea to people who are fighting to
preserve their identity and heritage
is not easy”.
For Abu Taleb, PCS is his life:
“There is no plan B. If this place
shuts down, my life is over. This
place is not just a school. It is the
only place where I can be my true
self.”
Malak Hasan, based in Ramallah,
has covered Palestinian-Israeli
issues for more than five years.

The struggle of Algerian women v domestic violence
Rachid Tlemçani

Algiers

A

lgerian women are
rarely mentioned in
history books, an indication that their struggles are not new, but
they have been powerful actors.
As far back as the seventh century,
al-Kahina led Berber tribes in Algeria
who opposed the Muslim armies of
the Umayyad Dynasty. Lalla Fatma
N’Soumer was an important figure
in the Algerian resistance during the
first years (1830-63) of the French
colonial conquest. Women’s participation in the armed revolution was
beautifully depicted in the famous
film The Battle of Algiers.
In literature, Assia Djebar has
written dozens of highly acclaimed
novels, focusing on the creation of
a genealogy of Arab women and on
her emancipation. In 2005 she was
elected to the Académie française,
the first writer from the Maghreb to
achieve such recognition. She has
been rumoured several times to be
among the contenders for the Nobel
Prize in Literature.
Algerian officials never miss an
opportunity to highlight women’s
participation in nation-building, especially to foreign audiences. But no
woman had a high government position until the mid-1980s.
In modern Algerian society, women are expected to fulfill the traditional roles of wife and mother.
Women are seen as the guardians of
Islamic and traditional values. The
family code, based on sharia, clearly restricts their roles. Their family
roles in society are seen as natural
and sacred and women represent

Women walk past a metro station in Algiers.
only 7% of the Algerian labour force.
The battle for gender equality and
against political violence has been
the central issue of the Algerian
women’s movement since it became

vocal and active in the 1980s and
early 1990s.
Algerian President Abdelaziz
Bouteflika, who rose to prominence
with the assistance of women-led

non-governmental
organisations
and activists, made only minor
changes to the 1984 Family Code
in 2005. The amended law granted
women more rights in terms of divorce and housing. Still, the 2005
bill lags behind Morocco’s 2004
Moudawana, which repealed the
1957 family code and Tunisia’s liberal personal status code enacted the
day after independence. Polygamy
remains legal in Algeria under Article 8 of the Family Code.
Women had been excluded from
the decision-making process since
independence. No woman was a
member of the first nine Algerian
governments. It was only in 1984
that Algeria saw its first female minister. Between 1987 and 2002, only
two women were included in the executive government agencies. June
2002 witnessed a breakthrough of
sorts, as five women were appointed members of the government. In
2014 Bouteflika appointed seven
women to his cabinet.
As an immediate response to the
“Arab spring”, Bouteflika enacted a
gender quota system in elected institutions. The May 2012 legislative
elections thus produced a great increase in the number of women in
parliament: Women won 146 seats
out of 462 (31.6%); in 2007, only
7.78% of seats were won by women.
The 31.6% is the highest percentage
of any Arab legislature and higher
than many countries in the West.
Does this fact alone suggest that
Algerian women are among the
most advanced and liberated in the
MENA region? I do not think so.
Violence is growing in Algeria. According to police records, in 2014,
more than 58% of physical abuses
against women stemmed from domestic violence. Every year, be-

tween 100 to 200 women die from
domestic violence. In March 2015,
the Algerian parliament passed a
bill criminalising domestic violence
against women after one of the most
contested and controversial parliamentary debates ever.
The debate split along secularist and Islamist lines. According to
Islamists, the bill intrudes on the
intimacy of couples and is contrary
to Islamic values. According to a
deputy from al Adala, “Hijab should
be mandatory in public because
nudity is the reason for sexual harassment”. For Islamists and other
conservative groups, “this law will
break up the family”.

Every year, between
100 to 200 women
die from domestic
violence.
The bill would not have passed
without intense government pressure. However, the law includes a
clause on pardoning that some see
as a message of impunity, since it
allows ending criminal prosecution
if the victim offers forgiveness. Amnesty International requested an
amendment to remove the clause as
it was “a dangerous precedent”.
More than six months later, the
Senate still has not scheduled debate over the bill. The Salafists and
other groups have staged demonstrations: Not for jobs or housing
but for beating women. The same
message is conveyed on Islamistcontrolled private television channels.
Rachid Tlemçani teaches
international and comparative
politics in Algiers.
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Egyptians fret over growing Shia influence
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

E

gypt’s orthodox Islamists
are warning against what
they describe as growing
Shia influence in a country known for centuries to
be predominantly Sunni.
Iran-backed Shias, these people say, do everything possible to
spread Shia ideology, sowing the
seeds of sectarian tension.
“[Shias] do whatever it takes to
convince uneducated Sunnis that
their ideology is the correct one,”
said Walid Ismail, the founder of
the anti-Shia Society for the Defence of the Prophet’s Companions
and the People of the House. “The
problem is that all these attempts
take place while the religious establishment is not looking.”

Egypt’s fear of
growing Shia
influence is
especially manifest
on Ashura.
Historically, the split between
Sunnis and Shias originated on who
should lead the Muslim community
soon after the death of the Prophet
Mohammad. The dispute opened
the door for differences in doctrine,
law, theology and religious organisation.
The vast majority of Egyptians
are Sunni Muslims but conflicts
emanating from sectarian divides
in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Yemen
and Bahrain fill Egyptians with apprehension about the role of Shias
in their country, even if they are a
minority.
There is no official figure on the
number of Shias in Egypt but Haidar Qandeel, the coordinator of the

Shia Youths Coalition, an unofficial
grouping of Shia youths, estimates
there are 2 million Shias among
Egypt’s population of 89 million.
“The number is increasing,” he
said, even though he denied accusations that he and fellow Shias
strive to spread their ideology
among Egyptians. “More and more
people call me every day to tell me
that they have converted to the
Shia faith,” he added.
Egypt’s fear of growing Shia influence is especially manifest on
Ashura, the tenth day of the Islamic
month of Muharram and a day of
mourning for Shias for the martyrdom of al-Hussein ibn Ali, a grandson of Prophet Mohammad.
Egyptian authorities shut down
al-Hussein Mosque in the heart of
Fatimid Cairo and prevented Shias
from entering the mosque to mark
the day.
Authorities closed the mosque
under the pretext that it was under
maintenance.
Public frustration over the growing number of Shias was violently
expressed in June 2013 when a mob
of Sunnis stormed the house of a
Shia cleric, who was conducting a
ritual, and killed him.
Ismail and his colleagues in the
anti-Shia society have decided to
take the fight into their own hands.
They publish books, deliver sermons and make TV appearances
warning against what they consider
dangers inherent in the presence of
Shias in Egypt and Shia ideology.
The society tracks Shia activists
and clerics and attacks them verbally using social networking websites
and the media. It recently launched
a satellite channel to warn against
the Shia presence in Egypt.
The society was especially active
during Egypt’s parliamentary elections publishing the names of parliamentary hopefuls they accuse of
receiving funding from Iran to ma-

Al-Hussein mosque, which was built in 1154 in name of the grandson of the Prophet Mohammad,
al-Hussein ibn Ali, whose head is believed by Shia and some Sunni Muslims to be buried on the
grounds of the mosque, one of the most important historical streets in the Islamic quarter of Cairo.
nipulate the Egyptian parliament.
“Acting according to foreign
agendas, these Shias only want to
sow the seeds of sectarian tension
in this country,” Ismail said. “If
we let them grow in number, our
country will end up like sectarian
tension-torn countries Iraq, Syria
and Bahrain.”
Apparently, it is not easy for people such as Ismail to know whether
there is a growing Shia presence in
Egypt. Qandeel said Shias have to
hold their rituals either at home or
at secret sites to escape the heavy

hand of Egypt’s security agencies
and what he describes as a “hostile”
public. Observers say conversion to
the Shia faith takes place secretly
and even away from the gaze of the
convert’s relatives.
“Those who accuse us of wanting to sow the seeds of tension
are working in the light of an Israeli agenda,” Qandeel said. “Israel
wants Muslims to stop fighting it
and start fighting each other.”
Nevertheless, some scholars, including Ahmed Kerima, a retired
professor from al-Azhar, Sunni

Islam’s highest seat of learning,
downplay the supposed dangers of
Shia presence in Egpyt.
“Some people like to claim that
Shias are capable of converting all
of Egypt’s Sunnis, which is totally
wrong,” Kerima said. “Fatimids —
originally Shia — ruled Egypt for almost three centuries but they could
not force the people to embrace the
Shia faith.”
Hassan Abdel Zaher is a
Cairo-based contributor to The
Arab Weekly.

Social media, another face of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict
Malak Hasan

Ramallah

F

ifteen minutes after she
posted a comment on Facebook, a special Israeli
security unit stormed into
the house of 14-year-old
Tamara Abu Laban and arrested her
for suspicion of plotting an attack.
After spending a night in a military vehicle for writing “forgive
me if I upset anyone”, Tamara was
placed under house arrest for five
days and fined 2,000 shekels —
about $514.
The authorities assumed Tamara
was asking for forgiveness because
she planned to carry out a suicide
attack against Israelis but Tamara’s
father ridiculed the Israeli notion, saying the teen was
expressing her feelings
in the virtual world, like
her peers do.
In October, the Hebrew
news website Walla! said
80 Palestinians were arrested
under the pretext of incitement
on Facebook. At the same
time, an Israeli settler who blatantly
threatened to
kill

Arab member of Israeli Knesset
Ahmed al-Tibi was interrogated
briefly and released.
Palestinians and Israelis re-entered a cycle of violence in midSeptember. This time the dispute
spread to social networks, which
were transformed into battlegrounds.
Besides a war of words, social
networks featured graphic images
and videos of Palestinians, covered
in blood, who were killed by Israeli
soldiers during a spate of attempted stabbings.
In response, Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu formed
an Arabic-speaking cyber unit to
monitor Palestinians’ personal Facebook accounts to anticipate potential attacks. He linked online activity with tensions on the ground,
saying “the incitement on the social networks is what is causing the
wave of terror”.
Meanwhile, the Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs published a
statement on its website saying,
“the culture of hate in the Palestinian media, schools and social
networks, together with the
statements of Palestinian leaders, has
reached
new

(Photos: Malak Hasan).

Palestinians access social media networks to express their
grievances.
and gruesome heights”.
However, Israeli journalist Avi Issacharoff said in a report that after
interviewing a number of arrested
Palestinians, he concluded that traditional ways of “incitement”, such
as the word of mouth, were more effective than social media.
Although Palestinians believe
social media, especially Facebook,
has become a battlefield where activists garner international support,
disseminate information faster and,
most importantly, motivate people
to become more politically active and aware, they seem
to support Issacharoff’s
idea that social media is not the reason behind recent
events.

Palestinians take a selfie in front of the Dome of the Rock, in Jerusalem.

80 Palestinians

were arrested under the
pretext of incitement
on Facebook.
Activist Layan Mohammed, 29,
who said she avoids political posts
on her Facebook page, argued:
“Those who choose to carry out attacks are driven by their own convictions, beliefs and desire to resist
Israel. They would have still done
the same thing without social media.”
Mohammed said: “During the
first and second intifadas, Palestinians didn’t have Facebook or Twitter but that didn’t stop them from
resisting Israel’s attempt to undermine their rights and violate their
holy sites.”
With about 2.9 million accounts
on Facebook, Palestinians consider

the social network as a prime source
of information. They use it to share
news and images and express their
thoughts, which Israel considers to
be a form of incitement.
From a point of view shared
by many Palestinians, to praise a
“martyr” or share news on a certain incident is not incitement but
a reflection of the reality, explained
Tala Halawa, a researcher in digital
media.
Mahmoud Hrebat, a radio talkshow host focusing on social media,
said with around 84% of Palestinian
Facebook users are aged 12-21 — the
same age group participating in the
recent incidents — it is likely that
some were provoked by gruesome
images of killings.
Palestinian and Israeli users of
social media are utilising this advanced platform to support their
narrative. Within minutes, everyone can watch videos and see images of battered and killed Palestinian
youth or Israelis stabbed to death
and start hashtags to convey a certain message.
Mamoun Matar, a lecturer and researcher in digital media at Al-Quds
University, said the main reason
behind the spike in violence is not
incitement on social media but decades of Israeli oppression of Palestinians.
Israel accuses Palestinians of incitement simply for resisting the occupation. But Hrebat insisted it was
the opposite with “Israel waging
a war against Palestinian activists
and threatening their lives because
of their activity on social media”.
Hrebat said in the first two weeks
of October Israelis shared more than
10,000 posts that encourage killing
Palestinians, an increase of 300%
over September.
Blogger Mohammad Abu Allan
said that Israel’s social media war
on Palestinians is as intense as in
actual life, adding: “It’s unending!”.
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Following in Freeman’s footsteps in Egypt
Ibrahim Ouf

Cairo

E

gyptians’ eyes were on
American actor Morgan
Freeman late last month,
when he arrived in their
country to shoot some
scenes for a new documentary.
The work, called The Story of
God, is a National Geographic Highlight Films documentary that seeks
to explore faith and theology and
answer questions about religion.
Freeman, who portrayed God in
Bruce Almighty and Evan Almighty,
is both star and executive producer of the documentary, which
is expected to be released in April
2016. Locations for the film include
Israel, the Palestinian territories,
Egypt, Guatemala, Turkey and India.

“When an
international star
like Freeman goes
back home with a
good impression
about Egypt, this
makes the best
propaganda for our
country.”
Part of the interest in Freeman’s
visit to Egypt was that it represented a chance for the country’s tourism officials to renew international
attention to the country as a tourist
destination.
“Our country has a third of the
world’s known antiquities,” said Elhami el-Zayat, the head of Egypt’s
Federation for Tourism Chambers.
“This is why visits by international
stars to the country should be a
good chance for us to market ourselves.”
Egyptian Tourism Minister Hesham Zaazoua was keen not to miss
meeting Freeman at the Pyramids
Plateau, taking photos with the

US actor. Photos show the men
smiling and holding a poster bearing the phrase “This is Egypt”, the
name of the new campaign to promote tourism in Egypt.
However, the campaign was
damaged on October 31st when a
Russian jetliner crashed, 23 minutes after take off from the resort
city of Sharm el-Sheikh, killing
all 224 people on board. Subsequent flight suspensions to the Red
Sea resort by Britain and Russia
threatened to deal a heavy blow to
Egypt’s tourism industry.
Egypt’s tourism sector was just
starting to recover from the adverse
effects of the turmoil that followed
the 2011 uprising that ousted longstanding president Hosni Mubarak.
The country’s tourism revenues
in 2011 — the year of the uprising
— reached $9 billion, almost $3.5
billion down from the revenues it
received in 2010. Since then, the
government has been working to
go back to 2010 levels.
While in Egypt, Freeman selected sites that bespoke nothing but
history and faith for The Story of
God. Some of the scenes were shot
in Islamic Cairo, the vibrant and
pulsating heart of Islamic Egypt.
Housing the famous market and
bazaar known as Khan al-Khalili,
Islamic Cairo is the central part of
the Egyptian capital. It is noted for
centuries-old mosques and Islamic
monuments.
Founded in 969 as the royal enclosure for Fatimid caliphs, Islamic
Cairo is also known as Medieval
or Fatimid Cairo. The tiled alleyways and narrow streets bursting
with shops are replete with history. The area includes the Mosque
of Ibn Tulun (the oldest and largest in Cairo), al-Azhar University
(the world’s oldest university),
al-Hakim mosque and many other
famous buildings.
Freeman and his colleagues travelled 900 kilometres into southern
Egypt to the Tombs of the Nobles in
Aswan province.
The tombs belong to the overse-

Actor Morgan Freeman, (C), is surrounded by his film crew as he visits the Giza Pyramids, on Ocober
23rd.
ers of Upper Egypt during Dynasty
VI. They include the tombs of Mekhu and Sabni, father and son during the reign of Pepy II. Reliefs on
the walls of Mekhu’s tomb record
his murder while on an expedition
in Nubia and the revenge taken by
Sabni, his son.
Visitors of the area can view the
Nile river, dominated in that part
of Egypt by the sand-covered hills
of the West Bank, which is strewn
with rock-cut tombs of high-profile
officials.
Freeman’s journey in Egypt also
took him to Saqqara, a name given
both to a village 32 km south of
Cairo and the extensive ancient necropolis on the plateau above the
Nile valley, the location of tombs
and pyramids dating to the Old
Kingdom (2686-2181BC) and the
New Kingdom (1550-1077BC).
The desert plateau above the vil-

lage of Saqqara formed one of the
main cemeteries of the ancient
Egyptian capital of Memphis for
thousands of years. As such, it attracted a large number of royal and
high-profile burials, the remains of
which can be seen in pyramids and
decorated tombs across the area.
Freeman’s pursuit of God also
took him to Medinet Habu, an archaeological site near the foot of
the Theban hills on the West Bank
of the Nile opposite Luxor. Although other structures are within
the area, the location is associated
almost exclusively with the Mortuary Temple of Ramesses III.
The temple, around 150 metres
long, is of an orthodox design and
closely resembles the mortuary
temple of Ramesses II. It is well
preserved and surrounded with a
massive mud-brick enclosure. The
original entrance to the temple is

through a fortified gatehouse that
resembles an Asiatic fortress.
Freeman then went to the Pyramids Plateau in Giza, which marks
a brief departure into the depths of
Egyptian history and from the hustle and bustle of Cairo.
Freeman was seen with his Panama hat and sunglasses shooting
scenes there.
Cinema critic Tarek el-Shennawi
says cinema can be a good means
of encouraging tourists to visit.
“When an international star like
Freeman goes back home with a
good impression about Egypt, this
makes the best propaganda for our
country,” Shennawi said. “Propaganda is actually automatically
made when a star like this speaks
well of our country in the future.”
Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian
journalist based in Cairo.

Parallel Orientalism challenges stereotypes
Dunia el-Zobeidi

London

W

“

omen in hijab
are oppressed…
Western women
are easily accessible.” Such deeply
rooted clichés are challenged by artist Fatima Abbadi in her exhibition
Parallel Orientalism featuring blackand-white photographs inspired by
American-Palestinian writer Edward Said’s book Orientalism.
Being half Jordanian-Palestinian
and half Italian, Abbadi was always
framed as “the other” in both Arab
and Western entourages. Her dual
identity is at the root of her inspiration taken from Said’s views about
imperialism and the image that
some people have of “the Other”
built on prejudice and intolerance.
“When you step out of the Arabic
sphere, you realise how much people do not know about Arabs, Islam
and the Palestinian cause,” Abbadi
said in an interview with The Arab
Weekly.
The idea that Arabs are wild and
inferior because they are poorer
than the West and do not necessarily follow Western lifestyles is challenged through her pictures. “Maybe people in the East are happy with
the way they are and do not want
to mirror the West. Maybe they like
their life the way it is,” she said.
“Some people in the West believe
that women in hijab are oppressed.
They are not aware that many do
want to wear the hijab because they
are content with religion or because
it is fashionable.”
To create cultural bridges be-

Photo of Sad Girl

Another Photo of Sad Girl

tween the East and West, Abbadi
presented exhibitions in Arab
countries to challenge the idea that
Western women are easily accessible. “We are all humans with many
emotions and experiences but we
are all equal,” she said. “I know both
cultures well and I know it is possible to bring peace and show how

similar we are instead of dividing
and building walls.”
Coming from two cultures, Abbadi said she often felt like “the Other”. When she was in Jordan, people used to call her “daughter of the
foreigner” and saw her mother as a
stranger from an external sphere.
Based in Italy, she says she is

still classified as “the Other”, with
people undermining her by saying:
“Oh, it is because you are Arab.” An
inner conflict began and she decided to solve it through breaking stereotypes in her photography.
Parallel Orientalism is an exhibition of photographs in parallel,
taken in Europe and Arab countries.
“I put situations of humanity in
parallel and on equal basis,” Abbadi
explained. She took photographs of
girls in a refugee camp and in Paris.
It is obvious the girl in a refugee
camp is sad and nervous. The girl
in Europe has the same expression.
The feeling of sadness is common
between the two girls.
The pleasure of smoking is seen
in a photograph in Amman and another in Paris. In Amman, it is taboo
for a woman to smoke in public but
she is feeling the same pleasure as
the woman smoking in Paris. Abbadi’s message is that no woman is
better than the other and the cigarette is the same in both countries.
Motherhood is the same everywhere as Abbadi has photographs of
a woman in both Eastern and Western countries pushing her child in
a stroller while shopping and both
children are annoyed.
“Parallels are important as it
makes people reflect and talk indirectly with themselves,” Abbadi
said.
A film camera was used to document for future generations. In
comparison to digital pictures, a roll
of film only has 36 shots and costs a
lot so she asked herself, do I really
want to take a picture of this? Is it
significant?
She explained printed pictures are
there forever, the same as books. “If
someone urgently needs an ebook,

what if there is no electricity? How
can they access the book? In some
parts of the world such as Gaza in
Palestine, electricity can be cut for
days. I want my pictures to always
be accessible.”
Abbadi decides to take a picture
if she senses someone is feeling an
emotion. The more she watched
people, the more sensitive to their
emotions she became.

Parallel Orientalism
is an exhibition of
photographs in
parallel, taken in
Europe and Arab
countries.
“People are not usually sensitive
to pictures as we see many images
every day,” she said. “For example, pictures of refugees and war
pictures. People usually want to
flick through pictures rather than
spending time to analyse one picture. They don’t think to themselves, could it happen to me? Are
they happy or sad? What does this
person want to say behind this picture?”
Abbadi chose to use black and
white because coloured pictures
are more complex. “Each colour has
significance. For example, red represents anger. If a refugee is wearing
a particular colour, it portrays a particular message,” she said.
Parallel Orientalism is available
to view by appointment through
December 11th at The Arab British
Centre in London.
Dunia el-Zobeidi is a regular Arab
Weekly contributor in London.
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Venetia Porter is the curator responsible for the British Museum’s collection of Islamic art.

Display of Arab modern art at British Museum
Karen Dabrowska

London

I

n the British Museum’s permanent collection of treasures
and artefacts from the Muslim
world, an exhibition space
called Room 34 is covered by a
magnificent Persian rug. The room
is used for art displays where carefully selected works hang on the
walls or are displayed in glass cabinets.
Room 34 is the venue for From
the figurative to the abstract: modern art from the Arab World displaying 26 works on paper recently
acquired by the British Museum.
The art was created by Lebanon’s
Shafiq Abboud, Michel Basbous
and Nabil Nahas; Saudi Arabia’s
Safeya Binzagr; Iraq’s Sadik Kwaish
Alfraji and Rafa al-Nasiri; Syria
Marwan Kassab-Bachi; and Tunisia’s Tahar M’Guedmini.
Venetia Porter, the curator responsible for the British Museum’s
collection of Islamic art, said the
exhibition focuses on how artists
go from the figurative to the abstract.
“It’s special for me because the
works on display are mostly some
of the extremely recent acquisitions to the collection. Many of the
artists — Abboud, Kassab-Bachi, alNasiri — can be described as ‘modernists’,” Porter said.
“We have purchased these works
from galleries; some are gifts. We
are able to make these acquisitions
because of a patrons group CaMMEA (Contemporary and Modern
Middle East Art group) that was
formed in 2009. The [British Museum] is the first major institution
to collect this kind of material,” she
explained.
“What you see in the display is
a tiny part of a growing collection.
There are close to 300 artists from
the MENA region now represented
in the British Museum.”

There are close
to 300 artists from
the MENA region
now represented
in the British
Museum.
Porter pointed out that all of the
artists on display spent time in art
schools outside the Middle East or
interacted with well-known European artists.
Binzagr, the author of Saudi Arabia: an artist’s view of the past, uses
printmaking techniques she learnt
at St Martin’s College in London
to capture aspects of Saudi tradition. She was born in Jeddah and
the love of tradition and the desire
to record it in the face of the rapid
modernisation of Saudi Arabia is a
motivating force behind her work.
A man with a falcon, traditional
houses and people from the past
gaze contemplatively at the visitors
to the exhibition.
In 1995, she opened Darat Safeya

Binzagr, an important meeting
place for artists and art education, to display her paintings and
a growing collection of costumes
and jewellery.
Kasab-Bachi, a resident of Germany whose works are also on display in London’s Mosaic Rooms,
specialises in faces and abstract
portraits. He studied in Berlin with
Georg Baselitz, a neo-expressionist, whose imagery is symbolic of
the body.
M’Guedmini focused on anatomical drawing at in Paris where he
trained in fine arts. During the past
40 years, he has exhibited widely
in Great Britain, Switzerland and
France. His black, haunting figures
have an extraordinary effect, which
could relate to the artist’s experiences or to figures he encountered
and chose to portray.

All of the artists on
display spent time in
art schools outside
the Middle East or
interacted with
well-known
European artists.
One of the most abstract figures
is by Basbous, a sculptor who from
the age of ten retreated to a barn
at the bottom of the garden in his
home town of Rachana in Lebanon
where a sign above the door read
“art is above everything”. He studied under the Russian sculptor Ossip Zadkine.
Alfraji also has a shadowy character in his artwork. He makes use
of the artist book, which is becoming increasingly popular among
Arab artists, to tell his own story
of exile, which he then transforms
into moving video works.
Alfraji is a visual artist print
maker and designer. He studied
philosophy and says that art and
philosophy blend for their course
is one. He says he doesn’t believe
in one fixed form that might limit
the artist; what is more important
is the style. “The style is the entity
of the artist that we observe and
see in his/her work and which is
only completed by his/her death,”
he says.
In their artist books, Nasiri and
Abboud draw inspiration from the
works of two of the best known
Arab poets — Adonis (Ali Ahmad
Said) and Mahmoud Darwish.
In another book included in the
display, Abboud illustrates a French
folktale. He lived in Paris and was
interested in different techniques
of abstract art pursued by Roger
Bissiere and Nicolas de Stael, who
had a major impact on the development of Abboud’s unique style.
Nasiri, who studied woodcut
and watercolour in China, moved
from a focus on the Arabic letter to
abstract compositions that accompany Arabic poetry.
Karen Dabrowska is a
London-based contributor to the
Culture and Society sections of
The Arab Weekly.

Tahar M’Guedmini (b. 1948), Untitled figural composition.

Rafa Al Nasiri (1940–2013), To describe an Almond Blossom.
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Agenda
Beirut:
Through December 10th
The 59th Beirut International
Arab Book Fair will take place at
the Beirut International Exhibition and Leisure Centre (BIEL)
in downtown Beirut. Publishers
and Librarians will take part in
the event. The book fair also
hosts dozens of parallel events,
including seminars and lectures
on a wide range of topics, fiction
and poetry readings along with
ceremonies to honour writers.

Beirut:
Through December 26th

(Photo credit: Roufan Nahhas)

Jordanians and tourists enjoy the mud bath at the Dead Sea.

The many treasures of Jordan’s Dead Sea
Roufan Nahhas

Southern Shuneh

W

hen Jordan and Israel signed their
historic
peace
treaty in 1994, they
spoke of plans to
turn the Dead Sea into the Riviera
of the Middle East, similar to the
European resorts on the Western
Mediterranean in France, Monaco
and Italy.
Twenty-one years later, the Middle East neighbours, though maintaining cordial diplomatic ties and
strong security cooperation, are
bickering on how to save the environment of an endangered biblical
and tourist area they share with the
Palestinians.
“It’s a national treasure and a
world heritage [site] that should
be well preserved for generations
to come,” insisted Jordanian Minister of Water and Irrigation Hazem
el-Nasser in an interview with The
Arab Weekly.
In the past decade, Jordan has
pressed ahead with plans to rehabilitate the Dead Sea. A chain
of five-star Western hotels, restaurants, a shopping mall, recreation facilities, apartment blocks,
a promenade and street cafés
sprouted up in the area, creating a
clone of a modern city.

The Dead Sea is
304 metres deep,
the deepest
hypersaline lake
in the world.
On the shoreline, a $1.1 billion
Porto Dead Sea is being developed
by an Egyptian construction firm
on 800,000 square metres. The
project envisages four five-star
hotels, spas, three malls and 1,100
serviced apartments.
An exclusive seaside conference
hall has hosted significant meetings of world leaders, including former Israeli president Shimon Peres,
former US president Bill Clinton,
Palestinian leader Mahmoud Abbas
and scores of others.
Dead Sea attractions are mainly
the saltiness of the water that allows people to float and spas that
offer cosmetic and skin therapies.
The Dead Sea’s thick black mud is
rich with salt and minerals.
“The Dead Sea is the place to invest in because it has a future,” Jordanian businessman Zaid Aghabi,
who lives in Australia and owns an
IT firm there, said during a sightseeing tour of the area.
“It has a new infrastructure. It’s
served by hotels and restaurants
and to drive here is easy,” he said.
The Dead Sea is 304 metres deep,

the deepest hypersaline lake in the
world. It is bordered by Jordan to
the east and Israel and the West
Bank to the west. Its surface and
shores are 429 metres below sea
level, Earth’s lowest elevation on
land, making it warm year-round.
With a total area of 605 square kilometres, the sea stretches 50 kilometres, with the sole inflow from
the River Jordan.
Outside the tourist area, locals
grow bananas, oranges, tomatoes,
cucumbers, potatoes, eggplant,
cauliflower and other fruits and
vegetables. The area encompassing the Dead Sea is known as the
Jordan valley, the country’s food
basket.
However, because the Dead Sea
has been receding 1 metre each
year for the past 30 years, scientists
have warned that, if the phenomenon continues, the Dead Sea will
be extinct by 2050.
Jordan blames the receding water partly on evaporation but mainly on Israel’s industrial projects on
the Dead Sea and its diversion of
Jordan river water, leaving the flow
at a trickle.
As a result, fresh water in basins
around the sea dried up, causing
thousands of sink holes — some are
100 metres deep — on both sides of
the shoreline.
“It’s problematic, yet a clear
warning of a tragedy to befall,”
warned water expert Mohammed
Salameh in his research on the issue.
To replenish the Dead Sea and
provide drinking water to parched
areas in Jordan, Israel and the West
Bank, Amman proposed to draw
water from the country’s southernmost tip in the Red Sea Gulf of Aqaba through pipes or a water canal to
the Dead Sea.
Israel initially agreed but later
rejected it. It claimed it was more
cost effective to draw water from
the Mediterranean on its West.
Jordan interpreted the Israeli proposal as an attempt to manipulate
the project, closing the tap when
needed to force its Arab neighbour
into concessions that best suit its
interests.
It wasn’t until 2013 that Israel
agreed, under pressure from the
United States, to sign a deal for the
$10 billion project known as the
Red-Dead Sea Water Conveyance
Canal. The project is expected to be
operational within ten years, with
an initial phase completed by 2018.
Aside from politics, the Dead Sea
not only has a distinguished mention in the old and new testaments
of the Bible, but also has a rich history.
Biblically, an area the Vatican
recognises as “holy” and listed on
the world’s Christian pilgrimage
sites lies near the mouth of Dead
Sea — a place on the Jordan river
where tradition says Jesus was baptised by John the Baptist.

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

Dubai:
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 openair theme park. The destination
hosts more than 70 participating
countries with presentations in
more than three dozen pavilions.
There are more than 50 fun rides
and 26 restaurants offering food
from around the world.

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

(Photo credit: Nader Daoud)

A wide view of the Dead Sea showing the receding shoreline and a
sinkhole on Jordan’s side.

Algiers:
December 12th-17th
The Mahieddine Bachtarzi
National Theatre (TNA), will
host the seventh International
Cultural Festival of Contemporary
Dance (FCIDC). The festival will
introduce troupes from Algeria,
the Middle East and Europe,
presenting performances from
classical ballet to modern choreography.

Katara Beach, Qatar:
December 18th-20th

(Photo credit: Roufan Nahhas)

Dead Sea swimming: The salty water of the Dead Sea.
Nearby, an area called Karameh
is where Jordan battled an invading
Israeli army in 1968, forcing it to retreat to the West Bank, a territory
Israel seized from Jordan in 1967.
Somewhere on the seabed, some
think is the site of the lost ancient
cities of Sodom and Gomorrah.
Atop a mountain overlooking the
Dead Sea, a pile of stones resembling a human figure is believed by
some to be the wife of Lot with her
face turned towards the sea.
In Jewish traditions, the woman

is identified as “Ado” or “Edith”,
who, according to the book of Genesis, was turned into a pillar of salt
after she looked back at Sodom,
violating God’s instructions.
Contractor Othman Abssi, 46,
said billions of dollars are pouring
into the Dead Sea, where a construction boom involving apartment blocks is visible.
“No doubt, the Dead Sea area is
booming and people are beginning
to realise that this area has the potential in the future,” he said.

The fourth Run the World Festival
(RTW) features a variety of sports
competitions, including basketball, volleyball, football, cricket,
BMX, skateboarding and parkour.
The opening ceremony is set for
Qatar’s National Day and is to feature unique Qatari performances
as well as the RTW Souq, which
provides a market for a variety
of items and many different cultures. Also on the programme are
Youth Got Talent performances.
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