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UK joins fight against ISIS in 
Syria, Germany to follow suit
London

B 

ritain has joined the 
war in Syria against 
the Islamic State (ISIS) 
terrorist group, which is 
already facing mounting 

domestic and international 
military pressure against territory 
and assets under its control.

Britain began air strikes just a 
few hours after a December 2nd 
parliamentary vote, with Royal Air 
Force jets hitting oil fields under 
ISIS control in eastern Syria.

The UK cabinet approved a 12-point 
plan for British air strikes against 

ISIS to extend from Iraq into 
Syria. Parliament passed a 

motion on a 397-223 vote in 
favour of UK military action, 

after a 10-hour debate. Sixty-seven 
Labour MPs broke ranks with oppo-
sition chief Jeremy Corbyn and voted 
with the government.

According to the parliamentary 
motion, the objective of the air strikes 
is to “degrade ISIS’s capabilities so 
that it no longer presents a signifi-
cant terrorist threat to the United 
Kingdom or an existential threat to 
Iraq, Syria or other states”.

“As far as I’m concerned wherever 
ISIS are, wherever they can be tar-
geted, that is what we should do,” 
British Prime Minister David Cam-
eron said during the debate.

Corbyn, a former chairman of the 
Stop the War coalition lobby group, 
had indicated he would call on Labour 
MPs to oppose the vote but sched-
uled a free vote under pressure from 
his shadow cabinet.

Britain could double the number 
of combat aircraft it has based in 

Cyprus, which would allow the Royal 
Air Force to increase the number of 
sorties its planes carry out in Iraq 
and Syria, UK media reported.

The German cabinet also approved 
plans to join the anti-ISIS coalition 
in Syria. The one-year mandate 
requires parliamentary approval 
but German Chancellor Angela Mer-
kel’s broad governing coalition is 
expected to easily carry the motion.

Germany is to send reconnaissance 
jets, a naval frigate and up to 1,200 
troops to the region in a support role 

but not actively engage in combat 
operations.

“We are doing what is militarily 
needed, what we can do best and 
can accept politically,” German For-
eign Minister Frank-Walter Steinmeier 
told the country’s Bild newspaper.

Germany has taken in more than 
1 million Syrian refugees in 2015, 
the most in Europe, according to 
official estimates.

Both British and German officials 
linked the latest military efforts 
against ISIS in Syria to UN Security 
Council Resolution 2249, issued in 
the wake of the Paris attacks and 
which allows countries to take “all 
necessary measures” to combat ISIS.

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

Climate change: The years of living dangerously

Beirut

T 

he Middle East, facing 
dwindling water resources 
and swelling populations, 
has a lot riding on a 
massive conference that 

opened November 30th in Paris 
to seek an agreement to counter 
climate change, arguably the most 
complex international crisis the 
world faces.

An unprecedented 150 heads of 
state or government attended the 
opening session of the 12-day confer-
ence, despite Islamic State (ISIS) 
attacks on the city on November 13th 
in which 130 people were killed in a 
frenzy of gunfire and suicide bomb-
ings.

About 40,000 people were expected 
to attend the conference, so security 
has been tight due to concerns that 
Western Europe faces more terrorist 
attacks.

Deadly as those attacks might be, 

scientists say that failure to secure 
a global agreement on climate change 
will be infinitely more catastrophic 
for mankind.

Rising sea levels caused by the 

polar ice caps melting threaten low-
lying coastal cities of the region, from 
Casablanca to Beirut. An increase of 
2 degrees Celsius in the Earth’s tem-
perature would flood land on which 

an estimated 280 million people live, 
many of them in the Middle East.

Ferocious heatwaves, more intense 
than any human being has ever 
endured, would turn parts of the 
Arab world  into a hell on Earth if 
carbon dioxide emissions continue 
at current rates, the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology warned in 
October.

Water is already the core of disputes 
between Israel and the Palestinians, 
Egypt and Ethiopia, and between 
Turkey and Syria and Iraq, the vor-
tex of a war that threatens to engulf 
the entire region.

But if supplies dwindle because 
of climate change, it could become 
the cause of a far more catastrophic 

conflict over vanishing resources.
The prospects that the Paris con-

ference will succeed are not good. 
Previous efforts to find an agreement 
failed, mainly due to deadlock between 
rich and poor countries over sharing 
the financial burden of such a mon-
umental task — about $100 billion a 
year beginning in 2020.

The International Institute for 
Strategic Studies in London warned 
in a strategic assessment that the 
Paris negotiations will be intense 
and difficult “and probably incon-
clusive.

“While Paris represents the cul-
mination of decades of effort to secure 
a global deal, the resulting treaty will 
likely represent a milestone in an 
ongoing process rather than an end-
point in the complicated and lengthy 
transition to a low-carbon future.”

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

A Lebanese protester takes part in a march in Beirut organised by 
civil society groups, on November 29th.
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Russian and Turkish military officers at Ankara airport, on November 30th, salute a Russian aircraft carrying the remains of a Russian pilot 
killed after his SU-24 jet was shot down by a Turkish F-16 fighter. The body of the pilot was handed over to Russia by Turkish officials after 
being taken to Turkey by Syrian rebels. In a sign of ongoing tensions between Turkey and Russia, Moscow declined a Turkish offer to fly 
the body to Russia on a Turkish plane, Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan said. Turkey is refusing to apologise for the incident on the 
Syrian border, saying the Russian jet had violated Turkish airspace.
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Cover Story Turkey-Russia tensions
Turkish-Russian spat points to more profound rift

Istanbul

R 

ussia is setting economic 
sanctions against Turkey 
following the downing 
of a Russian warplane on 
the Syrian border and the 

dispute between the two countries 
shows no sign of abating, suggest-
ing a bigger confrontation might be 
beginning.

Following the incident on No-
vember 24th in which a Russian SU-
24 crashed in north-western Syria 
after being hit by a missile from 
a Turkish F-16 fighter plane and a 
Russian pilot was killed while para-
chuting from the plane, Russia an-
nounced a range of punitive meas-
ures against Turkey.

Ankara, however, said it would 

not apologise for firing on the Rus-
sian plane because the jet had vio-
lated Turkish airspace.

Russia has announced sanctions 
that include an end of visa-free 
travel for Turkish citizens as of Jan-
uary 1st and import bans on Turk-
ish agricultural goods and is calling 
on Russian citizens to stop holiday-
ing in Turkey.

Moscow’s sanctions have yet to 
touch Turkey’s vital energy sec-
tor. Ankara buys 57% of its natural 
gas and 30% of its oil from Russia. 
However, Moscow might halt work 
on the Turkish Stream gas pipeline 
project between the two countries 

if additional sanctions are put in 
place, Reuters reported.

Ankara is playing down the ef-
fects of the sanctions and says it 
hopes for a diplomatic solution. 
Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet 
Davutoglu said Turkey would sell 
its vegetables elsewhere if the 
Russians would not buy them. 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, 
who failed to get Russian leader 
Vladimir Putin to sit down with him 
for direct talks in Paris, said: “This 
kind of thing should be solved by 
diplomatic ways”.

Angry statements by Putin sug-
gest the row is far from over. The 
Russian leader accused Turkey of 
shooting down the SU-24 to protect 
trade routes of illegal oil exports to 
Turkey from regions controlled by 
the Islamic State (ISIS) in Syria, a 
charge denied by Ankara.

Observers say the spat about the 

border incident points to more pro-
found tensions between Ankara 
and Moscow in the Syrian conflict. 
Turkish journalist Mete Cubukcu, 
writing for the Diken news plat-
form, argued that the confronta-
tion was a sign of a power struggle 
between different players trying to 
improve their positions ahead of 
possible peace talks for Syria. Rus-
sia has been bombing Syrian rebel 
positions since September.

“The Russians have shown 
by drastic means that they will 
strengthen the Syrian regime and 
will not allow any decision about 
the country’s future to be taken 
without them,” Cubukcu wrote.

Given that Turkey is a sworn en-
emy of Syrian President Bashar 
Assad while Russia is Assad’s most 
important ally, future confronta-
tions seem possible. Cubukcu said 
it would be no surprise if the Rus-

sians tested the Turkish military on 
the border again.

Turkey was determined to stick 
to its own priorities in Syria, col-
umnist Guven Sak wrote in the 
newspaper Hurriyet Daily News. 
He said the downing of the Rus-
sian plane was a message by Ankara 
saying Turkey “means business”. 

One important Turkish goal is to 
prevent Syrian Kurds gaining more 
ground in northern Syria.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Istanbul.

Ankara is playing 
down the effects of 
the sanctions and 
says it hopes for a 
diplomatic solution.

Moscow’s sanctions 
have yet to touch 
Turkey’s vital 
energy sector.

Thomas Seibert

Downing Russian jet exposes Turkey to new dangers

T 

urkey’s decision to 
approve the shooting 
down of a Russian 
Sukhoi Su-24 bomber 
it said strayed into its 
airspace brings the 

Syrian civil war crisis into an 
uncharted area of potentially 
limitless danger.

In the words of the great English 
poet T.S. Eliot: “I think we are in 
rats’ alley, where the dead men 
lost their bones.”

Previously good Turkish-Rus-
sian relations had clearly been de-
teriorating for some time. Turkey 
was understandably increasingly 
alarmed by the rapidly growing 
Russian military and strategic 
presence in Syria. Russia’s always 
warm and now rapidly growing 
ties with Iran were also cause for 
concern.

Turkey’s military and political 
leaders had long been frustrated, 
angered and worried by increasing 
US support for and public praise 
of the Kurds. The memory of at 

least 5,000 Turkish soldiers killed 
fighting a long and ferocious 

Kurdish rebellion is a vivid 
recent experience to them.

Now the main Syrian Kurdish 
group is seeking closer ties with 
Russia.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan flew to Moscow on Sep-
tember 23rd, hoping to discuss 
these issues with Russian Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin but was put off 
by a brief and, to him, perfunctory, 
meeting, according to published 
reports.

The Russians have also signalled 
their anger at Turkey for allegedly 
allowing the Islamic State (ISIS) to 
quietly transport hundreds of mil-
lions of dollars of oil supposedly 
banned by international sanctions 
through eastern Turkey to global 
markets.

Of course, the Kurds who are 
also fighting ISIS are alleged to 
tacitly cooperate in this lucrative 
trade by letting the oil flow and be 
transported through their own ter-
ritories as well. Turkey, the Kurds, 
and ISIS after all, all know they 
live in a corner of the world where 
everyone, sooner or later, has to do 
business with everyone else.

However, none of these consid-
erations should overshadow or dis-
tract from the magnitude of what 
happened on November 24th. For 
the first time in the 66-year history 
of NATO an alliance member has 
shot down a Russian (or Soviet) 
aircraft.

This had not happened through 
the four decades of the Cold War. 
It never happened during the 

1962 Cuban missile crisis, which 
brought the human race the closest 
it has ever been to the brink of a 
thermonuclear world war.

Turkey has been a major NATO 
member, the most easterly and 
south-eastern of all NATO mem-
bers, since 1951 and was long felt 
threatened by the overwhelming 
neighbouring presence of Soviet 
military power. Yet not once dur-
ing those years did Turkish air craft 
or ground-based defences shoot 
down a Soviet plane.

It is worth noting that Russian 
plane was brought down right 
after US Secretary of State John 
Kerry and Russian Foreign Minister 
Sergei Lavrov had painstakingly 
advanced the Syrian peace process 
in meetings in Vienna.

Did leading figures in Turkey’s 
government and armed forces 
want to derail that new diplo-
matic track on Syria? Did they get 
the tacit approval from figures in 
Washington and the US defence 
establishment fiercely opposed to 
Kerry’s diplomacy and opposed 
to defusing tensions with Russia? 
Turkey’s command and control 
over its own forces has always 
been excellent.

What was always clear was that 
Putin would not take such an 
incident lying down. Russia has 
announced economic sanctions on 
Turkey and its support for Syria is 
likely to be stepped up.

This is bad news not just for 

Turkey and Erdogan but also, ironi-
cally, for one of Erdogan’s archen-
emies on the global stage, Israeli 
Prime Minister Binyamin Netanya-
hu. The Russian imposition of a de 
facto no-fly zone in Syria backed up 
by formidable Russian S-400 mis-
siles potentially clips the wings of 
Israel’s air power even more than it 
does Turkey.

The most dangerous potential 
developments for Turkey, how-
ever, are what steps Russia may 
take to give support and sanc-
tion to Kurdish minority groups 
and to the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps to destabilise eastern 
Turkey.

From Iran’s point of view, Turkey 
is the most powerful major ally 
of the United States. The Iranians 
have never dared to give the Turks 
trouble, knowing the power of 
NATO and the United States were 
behind Ankara. However, with 
increased Russian support for 
Tehran, it may soon be a different 
story.

Erdogan shows no sign of 
apologising to Putin but he should 
remember Eliot’s warning: rats’ 
alley is a dangerous place.

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

Martin Sieff

View point
Did leading 
figures in 
Turkey’s 
government 
and armed 
forces want 
to derail 
that new 
diplomatic 
track on 
Syria?

Now the main Syrian 
Kurdish group is seeking 
closer ties with Russia.

Drivers wait for their trucks to be loaded at a wholesale market in the city of Antalya, Turkey, on November 30th.
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Washington

T 

he November 24th shoot-
down of a Russian war-
plane by Turkish jets 
near the Turkish-Syrian 
border has led to a rapid 

downturn in relations between An-
kara and Moscow.

Prior to the Russian intervention 
in Syria at the end of September, 
Russian-Turkish relations were rel-
atively good, especially in the trade 
realm. The question now is: Can 
Russian-Turkish relations over-
come this incident and return to 
normal or will they remain acrimo-
nious or even deteriorate further?

One thing seems clear: A return 
to normalcy is not likely anytime 
soon as the leaders of both coun-
tries feel deeply aggrieved.

The Turkish side maintains that 
its actions were justified since Rus-
sian warplanes have repeatedly 
violated Turkish airspace despite 
warnings. Russia denies that its air-
craft did such a thing on November 
24th and that Ankara should not 
object to Russian air strikes against 
“terrorists” in Syria since their de-
feat also serves Turkish interests.

Underlying everything is the 
two countries’ basic disagreement 
on the future of Syrian President 
Bashar Assad in Syria: Moscow 
wants its longtime ally to remain 
in power while Ankara wants to see 
Assad and his Alawite minority re-

gime replaced by a Sunni majority 
one.

Moscow and Ankara, though, 
have disagreed about Assad since 
the uprising against his regime be-
gan in 2011, yet the Russian-Turk-
ish relationship was quite strong 
until recently.

For the past three years, their 
bilateral trade has been more than 
$30 billion per year and the two 
sides announced plans increase 
this to $100 billion by 2023. In 2014, 
about 4.4 million Russians visited 
Turkey — a major source of income 
for the Turkish tourism industry. 
Turkey imports much of its natural 
gas from Russia.

Moscow also valued Turkey for 
not joining the West in imposing 
economic sanctions against Russia 
over the Ukraine conflict. The lead-
ers of both countries reportedly 
enjoyed friendly relations, based 
on their common antipathy for US 
foreign policy and Western criti-
cism of their human rights records.

In short, until recently Moscow 
and Ankara agreed to not allow dis-
agreements over Syria encumber 
their otherwise mutually beneficial 
cooperation. Perhaps Russian Pres-
ident Vladimir Putin and Turkish 
leader Recep Tayyip Erdogan each 
assumed that events would inevi-
tably result in the outcome each 
preferred in Syria and the other 
would have no choice but to accept 
the situation. But if this was what 
each overconfidently assumed, the 
Russian intervention to protect 
the Assad regime and the Turkish 
shoot-down of a Russian warplane 
on November 24th threaten their 
formerly close cooperation.

Moscow is ending visa-free travel 
to Russia for Turkish citizens effec-
tive January 1st and urged Russians 
not to travel to Turkey. Planned 
joint economic projects and the 
continuation of Russian gas ex-
ports to Turkey are in doubt.

More ominously, Moscow has an-

nounced that it is deploying S-400 
air defence missile systems to Syria 
from where they can hit targets 
well inside of Turkey. Moscow has 
increased its targeting of Syrian op-
position groups aligned with Tur-
key along the Turkish-Syrian bor-
der, thus heightening the prospect 
of Russian violations of Turkish 
airspace.

Russian commentators have 
raised the possibility of Moscow 
not only aiding Kurdish opposition 
forces opposed to the Islamic State 
(ISIS) in Syria but of also supporting 
the Kurdish opposition inside Tur-
key itself. If Russia did this, Turkey 
could retaliate by supporting the 
Turkic-speaking Muslims opposing 
Moscow’s rule in the North Cauca-
sus and elsewhere in Russia.

And if Russian-Turkish hostili-
ties escalate, Ankara might invoke 
clauses of the 1936 Montreux con-
vention governing transit between 
the Mediterranean and Black seas 
via the Turkish straits that allow 
it to deny transit of foreign naval 
vessels during wartime or when 
Turkey is threatened with aggres-
sion. Finally, Turkey is a member 
of NATO and other NATO members 
are obliged to defend Turkey if it is 
attacked.

But as bad as relations are now 
between Moscow and Ankara, will 
they deteriorate to this extent?

It is to be hoped that both Rus-
sian and Turkish leaders will not 
allow this to happen, since neither 
would benefit from the loss of bi-
lateral trade and both would suffer 
from further conflict. If either side 

supports opposition groups inside 
the other country, it could lead to 
powerful rebellions that each side 
may be unable to quash even if 
the other stops aiding them. Con-
flict between different ethnic and 
sectarian groups could become as 
prevalent in the Kurdish regions 
of Turkey and the Muslim regions 
of Russia as they have already be-
come in Syria and Iraq.

Let’s hope both Putin and Er-
dogan will soon realise that they 
have much to gain from preserving 
Russian-Turkish cooperation and 
much to lose from increased hostil-
ity.

Neither of them, unfortunately, 
is known for being self-restrained 
or accommodating towards others. 
Both, though, are strongly motivat-
ed by the desire for self-preserva-
tion. There is hope, then, that — to 
paraphrase the 17th-century Eng-
lish political philosopher Thomas 
Hobbes — fear will give rise to clar-
ity of vision in both men.

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.

Will Russian-Turkish relations 
deteriorate even further?
Mark N. Katz

Russian Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev (C, back) chairs a 
government meeting in Moscow, Russia, on November 26th. 
Medvedev ordered the Russian government to draw up retaliatory 
measures against Turkey.
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Istanbul

T 

urkey and the European 
Union have resolved to 
inject new life into their 
relationship but that 
might not be enough to 

put their ties on a new level.
The European Union needs Tur-

key’s help to limit refugee num-
bers, while Turkey is keen to extract 
long-sought political concessions 
from Brussels. But the convergence 
of interests, which opened the way 
to a deal covering Europe’s refugee 
crisis and Turkey’s EU accession 
process, is unlikely to unblock un-
solved problems that have bedev-
illed relations between the two 
sides in recent years.

During a summit in Brussels 
on November 29th, leaders from 
Turkey and the European Union 
reached a framework agreement 
that said Turkey would do more to 
stem the flow of Syrian refugees 
over its territory towards Europe in 
return for an initial $3.2 billion in 
EU aid, regular high-level meetings, 
a possible removal of visa require-
ments for Turks travelling to Eu-
rope and new talks about Ankara’s 
EU membership.

Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet 
Davutoglu spoke of a “historic 
day”, while European Council Pres-
ident Donald Tusk stressed that the 
“agreement sets out a clear plan for 
the timely reestablishment of order 
at our shared frontier”. Most Turk-
ish newspapers welcomed the deal, 
with several dailies highlighting the 
promise of eased travel restrictions. 
“Visa-free Europe in ten months,” 
the headline of the Vatan newspa-
per said.

Critics in Europe and Turkey say 
the European Union has chosen 
to ignore autocratic tendencies in 
Ankara, where the government has 
tightened its grip on the media. 
Only days before the summit, jour-
nalists Can Dundar and Erdem Gul 
were put into pretrial detention for 
allegedly publishing state secrets in 
articles about suspected arms de-
liveries by Turkey to Syrian rebels.

Turkey, which started EU acces-
sion talks in 2005 but has failed 
to make much progress since, can 
expect a so-called chapter of nego-
tiations with the European Union to 
be opened in December for the first 
time in two years.

But critics said the deal reached 
in Brussels is unlikely to ease the 
refugee situation and accelerate 
Turkey’s accession process. “Un-
less this deal is substantially im-
proved in the coming days and 

weeks, it simply sets the stage for 
failure,” the European Stability Ini-
tiative (ESI) think-tank said. “The 
influx of refugees coming into the 
EU from Turkey will not abate. 
Both sides will then blame each 
other.”

ESI argued that an agreement by 
Turkey to take back refugees not 
in need of international protection 
from Europe covers only 5% of the 
hundreds of thousands of Syrians 
who have travelled to Europe in 
2015. The Brussels deal does not in-
clude a clear commitment by Tur-
key to grant work permits to Syrian 
refugees, seen as a potential key 
measure because the lack of oppor-
tunities to make a living is driving 
many Syrians to leave Turkey.

Other problems that could un-
ravel the Brussels accord loom as 
well, said Ebru Turhan. There was 
no guarantee of visa-free travel for 

Turks in Europe in 2016, as the EU 
Commission would have to present 
the matter to the European Parlia-
ment for approval, she said.

Turhan, an assistant professor 
at the Turkish-German University 
in Istanbul and a research fellow 
at the Istanbul Policy Centre of the 
Sabanci University, said prepara-
tions for elections in France and 
Germany in 2017 could sap the will-
ingness of EU lawmakers to grant 
new travel privileges to Turks. “It 
will be a challenge,” she said.

Nazmi Gur, a leading member of 
the pro-Kurdish People’s Demo-
cratic Party, the second biggest 
opposition group in Turkey’s par-
liament, said it was wrong of the 
European Union to believe it could 
solve the refugee crisis by giving 
money to Turkey. “Refugees have 
no real legal status, no legal protec-
tion in Turkey,” Gur said.

He added only a radical change of 
Turkey’s Syria policy, which seeks 
the overthrow of President Bashar 
Assad and supports rebel factions 
in Syria, in favour of a more concil-
iatory course aiming for a ceasefire 
and “normalisation” in Syria could 
bring a solution to the refugee is-
sue.

Hopes by Turkey for a quicker EU 
accession process could also prove 
to be ill-founded, observers said. 
They pointed out that the Brussels 
agreement did not mean that scep-
ticism against Turkey’s EU bid had 
waned among members. Problems 
such as the unsolved Cyprus con-
flict continue to block many negoti-
ation chapters as well. Marc Pierini, 
a former EU ambassador to Turkey, 
wrote on Twitter that the summit 
agreement was “very light on ac-
cession”. Belgium Prime Minister 
Charles Michel said Turkey was still 
“far away from membership”.

There is also the question of how 
far Turkey will allow itself to be 
pressured by the European Union 
to make changes in its laws restrict-
ing press freedom and other rights 
and whether the European Union 
was willing to apply pressure at all 
in a situation where it needs Tur-
key’s cooperation on the refugee 
issue.

Pierini said the European Union 
ignored the thorny questions of 
human rights and freedom of ex-
pression in the Brussels agreement. 
“Not a word on rule of law, media, 
Kurdish issue,” he wrote. “EU real-
politik at its worst.”

Turkish government critics agree. 
“I am utterly concerned that the EU 
now sends all the wrong signals to 
Ankara, a willingness to trade, to 
bargain in the worst sort of realpoli-
tik sense, ‘bringing down to refugee 
flow’ with a swap of our freedom 
and rights,” Turkish journalist Ya-
vuz Baydar said during a recent 
conference in Brussels.

Davutoglu told Turkish report-
ers accompanying him to Brussels 
he supported the charges against 
Dundar and Gul because state se-
crets had been at stake. Davutoglu 
said he did not agree with the court 
decision to put the journalists into 
pretrial detention, instead of set-
ting them free pending trial. But he 
added his government would not 
act to change the situation.

Turkey and EU are back in business but stumbling blocks remain
Thomas Seibert

Critics said the deal 
reached in Brussels 
is unlikely to ease 
the refugee situation 
and accelerate 
Turkey’s accession 
process.

German Chancellor Angela Merkel (R) talks to Turkish Prime 
Minister Ahmet Davutoglu during EU-Turkey summit in Brussels 
on November 29th.
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Global climate change 
conference opens to high hopes

London

“T
he hope of all hu-
manity rests on your 
shoulders,” French 
President François 
Hollande told nearly 

150 heads of state at the opening 
session of the UN climate change 
conference in Paris.

Leaders from across the world 
gathered November 30th in the 
French capital to take part in the 
21st Conference of the Parties — 
dubbed COP21 — which is seeking 
to reach a binding deal to reduce 
global carbon emissions.

“Our greatest challenge is to 
go from a globalisation based on 
competition to a model based on 
cooperation, where it will be more 
profitable to protect rather than de-
stroy,” Hollande said.

“Here in Paris we will decide on 

the very future of the planet.”
One day earlier, more than 

570,000 people had taken to the 
streets in capitals around the 
world, calling on global leaders to 
reach a stronger agreement to deal 
with climate change at the two-
week international summit, which 
will bring together about 40,000 
delegates from nearly 200 coun-
tries.

Security was on high across Par-
is, which is recovering from the 
ISIS terrorist attacks of November 
13th. A reported 2,800 police and 
gendarmes were deployed around 
the COP21 venue on the northern 
outskirts of Paris. According to 
France’s Interior Ministry, 120,000 
security officers have been mobi-
lised across the country during the 
summit.

During the opening session, 
world leaders were given the op-
portunity to briefly address del-
egates, with various presidents, 
prime ministers and heads of state 
confirming their commitment to 
reach a global deal over the next 
two weeks.

“The presence of so many world 
leaders in Paris… is the clearest 
sign yet that we’re on the verge of 
an unprecedented breakthrough 
in the global climate effort,” head 
of the US-based Center for Climate 
and Energy Solutions Bob Per-
ciasepe told the Guardian.

The delegates are seeking to 
reach a global deal on cutting car-
bon emissions beyond 2020, in ad-
dition to agreeing on financing to 
support poorer countries cope with 
the challenges of climate change.

Any deal would replace the Kyo-
to protocol, the only legally bind-
ing international climate treaty, but 
which only covers the European 

Union, Australia and a handful of 
other countries and which runs out 
in 2020. The Copenhagen accord, 
which went into effect at the 2009 
Conference of the Parties, is a non-
binding declaration that covers 
voluntary carbon emission cuts. It 
also expires in 2020.

The leaders of the world’s two 
largest carbon emitters — the Unit-
ed States and China 
— pledged to 
work with 
the inter-
national 
commu-
nity to 
secure 
a deal, 
raising 
hopes that 
a serious 
and binding 
agreement can be 
reached.

“I’ve come here personally, as 
the leader of the world’s largest 
economy and the second-largest 
emitter, to say that the United 
States of America not only recog-
nises our role in creating this prob-
lem, we embrace our responsibility 
to do something about it,” US Presi-
dent Barack Obama said.

Chinese President Xi Jinping also 
backed efforts to reach a binding 
agreement on cutting carbon emis-
sions, describing the conference as 
a “new starting point”. Beijing was 
criticised for blocking a binding 
deal at the Copenhagen summit in 
2009.

But Xi also warned that tackling 
climate change must not come at 
the expense of national develop-
ment. “Countries should be al-
lowed to seek their own solutions, 
according to their national inter-
ests,” he said.

Ahead of the conference, more 
than 182 countries — representing 
99% of global carbon emissions — 
submitted pledges to the United 
Nations but analysts warn that the 
pledges will fail to meet the stated 

goal 
of lim-
iting 
global 
warm-
ing to 
no 

more than 2 degrees Celsius over 
pre-industrial levels by the end of 
the century.

According to forecasts global 
temperatures will rise by 3 degrees 
based on the pledges, with this ris-
ing a further 4-6 degrees if carbon 
emissions remain at current levels, 
with delegates expected to seek a 
compromise during COP21.

However, more than 100 poorer 
countries, including dozens of 
small-island states that face ma-
jor repercussions from climate 
change, have called for a tougher 
goal of 1.5 degrees be enforced.

The 2009 UN climate conference 
saw a pledge from rich countries 
to provide more than $100 bil-
lion a year in financial support for 
poorer countries develop technol-
ogy and build infrastructure to cut 
emissions. COP21 is also to discuss 
where the money will come from 
and how it will be distributed.

“All the leaders have come to 
Paris and are here together in one 
place at the same time with one 
purpose. We have never faced such 
a test — a political momentum like 
this may not come again. But nei-
ther have we encountered such a 
great opportunity. You have the 
power to secure the well-being of 
this and succeeding generations,” 
UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon 
said at the opening ceremony.

“Paris must mark a decisive turn-
ing point. We need the world to 
know that we are headed to a low-
emissions, climate-resilient future 
and that there is no going back.”

Cover Story UN climate conference
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A woman walks past the COP21 logo during the world climate change 
conference 2015 (COP21), near Paris, France, on December 1st.

“Here in Paris we 
will decide on the 
very future of the 
planet.”

Residents 
walk on sand 
dunes in the 
Libyan desert 
oasis town of 
Ghadames.

What do Syria, Yemen, Libya have in common?

W 

orld leaders 
gathered in Paris 
to address 
climate change 
under the 
shadow of recent 

attacks by the Islamic State (ISIS). 
Yet, as they think about climate 
issues, they should remember that 
the connection between climate 
change and ISIS — and more 
broadly, between climate change 
and political instability — is not 
just a coincidence. It may be the 
key reality of the 21st century.

The rise of ISIS was a direct result 
of the failure of the Syrian regime, 
as it was beset by urban uprisings 
in 2011. Yet those uprisings did not 
come out of nowhere and were 
not merely inspired by protests in 
Tunisia, Libya and Egypt. Syria was 
an increasingly prosperous country 
in the 1990s with its various ethnic 
and religious groups working to-
gether in cities.

Yet from 2006 through 2009, 
Syria was crippled by its worst 
drought in modern history. A 
recent article in Proceedings of 
the National Academy of Sciences 
showed that the drought was not 
natural. Rather, hotter tempera-

tures and the weakening of winds 
that bring moisture from the 

Mediterranean were likely the 
region’s reflection of rising 

greenhouse gas emissions, accord-
ing to computer simulations.

Combined with poor water man-
agement and government neglect 
of farm conditions, the drought 
caused a collapse of farming in 
north-eastern Syria. Three-quarters 
of Syria’s’s farmers suffered total 
crop failure and 80% of livestock 
died. About 1.5 million farming 
families migrated to cities to look 
for work and food, joining millions 
of refugees from the Palestinian ter-
ritories and Iraq.

The added burden the refugees 
placed on Syria’s cities and the dis-
tress of the farmers who lost their 
lands due to the drought helped 
spread rebellion against the Assad 
regime.

To be sure, climate change is nev-
er the single most important cause 
of conflict; it is what academics call 
a “structural threat”. Governments 
that can respond to such threats 
— because they have popular and 
elite support, have resources to 
respond to challenges, are willing to 
deploy those resources to distrib-
ute food and aid to the needy, and 
have diversified economies that can 
produce jobs — are not going to be 
shaken because of climate change.

Today, the world is seeing an epi-
demic of failed states: Libya, Syria, 
Iraq, Yemen, Afghanistan, Nigeria, 
the Central African Republic, So-
malia and Mali have all lost control 
of parts of their territory. In every 
case, the weakening of state author-
ity has created space for militants, 
and particularly for ISIS, to recruit 
followers and conduct operations. 
The conflicts have sent massive 
waves of refugees to Europe, which 

is unprepared to handle them.
Think now of a world in which 

the population under age 24 
in Africa has increased by 500 
million people and the populations 
of Syria, Afghanistan, Iraq, the 
Palestinian territories and Yemen 
have increased by more than 100 
million people. That is the United 
Nations’ projection for 2050. Add 
a combination of severe droughts, 
devastating floods, crop failures 
and massive migrations that 
create collisions and heightened 
competition among ethnic and 
religious groups struggling for land, 
resources and incomes.

Then think of how the 
governments of these 
regions could and 
would respond to 
such crises and 
whether Europe 
and other safe 
havens could 
absorb even a 
tiny fraction 
of the result-
ing refugees.

If such a 
world exists 
one day, the 
crisis in Syria 
and the actions 
of ISIS terrorists 
may be multiplied 
many fold.

World leaders in Paris 
should therefore focus on their 
opportunity to remove one of the 
key drivers of potential state break-
downs and terrorism in the future, 
by adopting vigorous measures to 
halt global warming.

To accommodate necessary 

growth in energy use in Africa, 
vital to making the countries of 
Africa more resilient and better 
able to provide jobs and security 
to their growing populations, the 
world must move quickly on two 
fronts. The major emitters must 
find ways to quickly reduce their 
carbon output. And they must 
develop low-carbon pathways for 
economic growth so the rest of 
the world can develop without 
creating new structural threats for 
political crises.

These goals can be met. If the 
United States, Europe and China 
reduced their carbon emissions by 
20%, developing countries could 
increase their carbon emissions 

by almost one-third without 
an increase in world carbon 

output.
That should be the goal 

for the next ten years.
Terrorism thrives 

among weak and failed 
states and among 
displaced people. If 
we are to reduce both 
in the future, we need 
to make sure that our 

climate does not further 
deteriorate.
If we fail to prevent con-

tinued climate change, the 
rise in political temperature 

may far outstrip the warming of 
the weather outside.

Jack Goldstone is an expert on 
revolutions at the Woodrow 
Wilson Center and George Mason 
University and a global fellow at 
PS21. This article was distributed 
by Reuters.

Jack 
Goldstone

View point
 In every 
case, the 
weakening 
of state 
authority 
has created 
space for 
militants, 
and 
particularly 
for ISIS.

Terrorism thrives among 
weak and failed states and 
among displaced people.

Climate change and 
its consequences

IN MIDDLE EAST, NORTH AFRICA
The delegates are 
seeking to reach a 
global deal on 
cutting carbon 
emissions beyond 
2020.
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UK launches air strikes against ISIS in Syria

London

J 

ust hours after gaining par-
liamentary approval, four 
British Royal Air Force Tor-
nado jets targeted the Omar 
oil fields in eastern Syria, 

expanding Britain’s air campaign 
against the Islamic State (ISIS).

Britain’s parliament voted to back 
the Conservative government’s plan 
to expand British air strikes from 
Iraq into neighbouring Syria after 
a tense debate of more than ten 
hours, after which 67 Labour mem-
bers went against opposition leader 
Jeremy Corbyn and voted with the 
government.

British Prime Minister David 
Cameron made an impassioned plea 
for expanding Britain’s fight against 
ISIS. He told MPs: “This is not about 
whether we want to fight terrorism, 
it’s about how best we do that. The 

question is this: Do we work with 
our allies to degrade and destroy 
this threat and do we go after these 
terrorists in their heartlands, from 
where they are plotting to kill Brit-
ish people? Or do we sit back and 
wait for them to attack us?”

Senior members of Corbyn’s shad-
ow cabinet, who pressured him to 
allow a free vote on the issue, voted 
in favour of the strikes. Shadow For-
eign Secretary Hilary Benn publicly 
defied the Labour leader and called 
on the party’s MPs to vote with the 
government.

“We must now confront this evil. 
It is now time for us to do our bit in 
Syria and that is why I ask my col-
leagues to vote for this motion to-
night,” Benn said.

Parliament comfortably passed 
the cabinet’s 12-point plan to ex-
tend British air strikes against ISIS 
from Iraq into Syria on a 397-223 
vote after a tense and prolonged de-
bate.

Following the vote, British For-

eign Secretary Philip Hammond 
said: “Britain is safer tonight be-
cause of the decision that the House 
of Commons has taken.”

US President Barack Obama also 
supported the decision. “I welcome 
the vote by the United Kingdom to 
join coalition partners striking ISIS 
targets in Syria. The special rela-
tionship between the US and the 
UK is rooted in our shared values 
and mutual commitment to global 
peace, prosperity and security,” he 
said.

British Defence Secretary Mi-
chael Fallon confirmed that eight 
jets – two Tornadoes and six Ty-
phoons – would be sent to RAF 

Akrotiri station in Cyprus to join 
planes that have been bombing ISIS 
targets in Iraq.

“We are doubling our strike 
force,” Fallon told BBC radio.

The targeting of the Omar oil 
fields in eastern Syria aims to de-
grade sources of ISIS finances, 
with analysts expecting similar at-
tacks to take place over the coming 
weeks.

“This strikes a very real blow at 
the oil and the revenue on which 
the Daesh terrorists depend,” Fal-
lon said, using the Arabic acronym 
for ISIS, which Cameron said his 
government would now be using to 
describe the terrorist group.

“It’s a very good illustration of 
a target that is literally one side of 
the border and couldn’t previously 
be attacked,” he added.

British air strikes will also likely 
target ISIS’s self-proclaimed capi-
tal in Raqqa, which Cameron had 
previously called the “head of the 
snake”.

“It is in Syria, in Raqqa, that 
ISIS has its headquarters and it is 
from Raqqa that some of the main 
threats against this country are 
planned and orchestrated,” the 
prime minister had said in a previ-
ous parliamentary debate.

But some analysts question just 
how much Britain will add to the 
international campaign against ISIS 
in Syria. “It will not make a big op-
erational difference. It is important 
symbolically, useful operationally, 
but not transformative,” Malcolm 
Chalmers of military think-tank the 
Royal United Services Institute told 
Reuters.

Cover Story Europe v ISIS

The European roots to today’s jihadism

W
hy, when 
events such as 
the Paris 
attacks happen 
and are carried 
out by Arab 

men or men of Arab descent, 
does the Arab “nation” refuse to 
act as in a way to solve the 
region’s various conflicts from 
whence, in some instances, these 
terrorists have operated?

There’s little doubt the violence 
engulfing the Arab world from 
Yemen to Iraq to Tunisia has now 
entered the European theatre. 
However, when looking for an-
swers to events such as Paris on 
November 13th, we ignore history 
at our peril: The Arab world was 
occupied and brutalised by Eu-
ropeans throughout the 19th and 
20th centuries. European leaders 
put their own “tough” men — 
brutal individuals — in charge of 
countries they were decolonising 
in the most violent of ways with 
permission to carry out atrocities 
on their peoples. Europe figured 
that they, the people of Syria, 
Libya, Egypt and Algeria, didn’t 
need democracy back then.

In February 1942, Britain med-
dled in Egypt’s affairs to such an 
extent that the British ambassador 
had tanks and soldiers surround 
King Farouk I’s palace and forced 
his abdication. Britain’s puppet-
ting of consecutive monarchs 

angered the population at large, 
some of whom were jailed and 
tortured for their activism.

In Syria, the CIA instigated sev-
eral failed coups in the 1950s that 
thereafter drew Syrians, exhausted 
by years of political unrest, to the 
iron-fisted stability that Hafez As-
sad introduced and refined in the 
1970s.

And as recently as the 2000s, 
abuse and torture was conducted 
by American soldiers within a few 
dozen kilometres of where the 
Islamic State (ISIS) openly oper-
ates in Iraq. When the individuals 
detained are let free, they are in 
no fit state to partake in modern 
society — suicide missions are 
much less wrong after one has 
been tortured by an invading 
force for months at a time. It’s no 
coincidence the proclaimed leader 

of ISIS spent time in a US prison in 
Iraq.

The second explanation for why 
Arab Muslim men are attacking 
Europe surrounds the situation 
facing second- and third-genera-
tion Arab immigrants in Europe 
who feel neither Arab nor French/
British and are thus easy picking 
for radicals.

Their parents — the first to take 
the boat or plane from Algeria 
to Paris — have already formed a 
strong identity — they are Arab 
and Muslim. They didn’t come to 
France (or London) to take on the 
local identity but their offspring 
are left with no such simple choice 
when the Moroccan homeland 
for them is simply an idea, not a 
reality.

They see few French or Brit-
ish politicians, or actors in films, 

who look like them; there are few 
famous people to represent them 
or to aspire to. These young men 
have bad jobs and even worse 
prospects.

According to a 2006 book titled 
Integrating Islam and published by 
the Brookings Institution: “The de-
sire to integrate in French society 
is something of a double paradox: 
not only have most beurs [second-
generation Arab immigrants] 
always lived in France but because 
of racism and discrimination many 
also have been denied the very 
opportunities — in terms of good 
jobs and well-situated housing, for 
example — that would help them 
integrate.”

So, when we ask why and who 
would carry out events such as 
Paris or the destruction of Pal-
myra, there are two clear answers: 
One, they are often people who 
spent years or decades being tor-
tured and dehumanised in prisons 
run by Saddam or the Assads, and 
two, as Arab-Europeans, they suf-
fer from identity trouble.

It is easy to fall into the trap of 
focusing on the breaking TV news 
cycle that attempts to extrapolate 
the causes of violence such as Par-
is, with 30-second sound bites and 
to read too much into grandiose 
statements on Twitter proclaiming 
who is right and wrong.

But if we take the time to un-
wind history a little, read the work 
of scholars such as Olivier Roy or 
Gilles Kepel, we might learn and 
understand something from all 
this horror. We might just see the 
solution.

Stephen Starr is an Irish 
journalist who lived in Syria from 
2007-12. He is the author of Revolt 
in Syria: Eye-Witness to the 
Uprising (Oxford University Press, 
2012).

Stephen 
Starr

View point

When 
looking for 
answers to 
events such 
as Paris on 
November 
13th, we 
ignore 
history at 
our peril.

Second- and
third-generation Arab 
immigrants in Europe feel 
neither Arab nor
French/British.

Public housing blocks in Aulnay-sous-Bois, near Paris, France.

Mahmud el-Shafey

A Royal Air Force 
Tornado takes 
off from RAF 
Lossiemouth 
in Scotland, on 
December 2nd.

The targeting of the 
Omar oil fields in 
eastern Syria aims to 
degrade sources of 
ISIS finances.
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T 
he UN climate summit in Paris is of vital importance to 
all humanity, which is why 195 nations are attending 
the ten-day gathering.

For the Middle East and North Africa the issues are of 
even more crucial importance. Due to accumulated 
factors, the MENA region confronts many vulnerabili-

ties that require a concerted regional and international effort.

With continuing population growth and increasing socio-economic 
pressures, the region’s many ecological weaknesses will worsen if left 
unaddressed or unmitigated.

Scarcity of water is one of the foremost problems in the MENA 
region, as rainfall could decline 15-20% by 2040. According to the 
United Nations’ panel on climate change projections, an additional 80 
million-100 million people could be exposed to “water stress” within 
two decades.

The World Resource Institute lists 14 MENA countries, including the 
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) nations as well as Lebanon, the 
Palestinian territories, Israel and Iran, among the world’s most 
endangered in terms of water scarcity. Water scarcity already has been 
pushing MENA nations to tap into aquifer resources beyond replenish-
ment rates and at the expense of the needs of future generations.

Increasing temperatures caused by climate change pose another 
serious problem for the region. The Paris conference negotiators are 
pushing for the world to limit global warming to 1.5 degrees Celsius 
over pre-industrial times.

Rising temperatures could reach unbearable levels in North Africa 
and the Middle East, adversely affecting all vital outdoor activities, 
including farming and tourism. Higher temperatures can expose 
millions in the Maghreb to flooding.

Coastal areas in the region could be threatened by long-term rising 
sea levels in such diverse places as Tunisia, Libya, Egypt and Qatar. 
According to the World Bank, 43 port cities in MENA, including 24 in 
the Middle East and 19 in North Africa, are at risk.

A related phenomenon is the gradual encroachment of the desert. 
The Maghreb states have yet to find successful ways of dealing with 
the advancing dunes of the Sahara. “Desertification is a silent, 
invisible crisis that is destabilising communities at a global scale,” 
warns the UN Convention to Combat Desertification.

The decline of agriculture and other economic activities as a result 
of climate change will most adversely affect the poor. This could lead 
to further social unrest and the emergence of power vacuums likely to 
be exploited by terror organisations.

A number of scientific studies have pointed to the role of the climate 
change-induced drought between 2006 and 2010 as one of the triggers 
of instability and civil war in Syria, where large swaths of land turned 
into a desert.

There are some positive trends in MENA however, such as abundant 
resources for renewable energy. Laudable efforts are being deployed 
by countries such as the UAE and Morocco. Alternative energy 
resources can help curtail carbon emissions and improve living 
conditions.

Good governance should include sound water and energy planning 
as well as reforms to ensure more efficient uses of energy and water 
resources. The involvement of civil society could build trust in 
government decisions, especially as recent protests in Arab countries 
have widened the divide between the population and governments. 
This divide must be overcome to ensure the well-being of current and 
future generations.

The stakes for MENA 
in the Paris conference

S
ince the terrorist attacks 
on Paris that left 130 
people dead, many more 
wounded and a city and 
a country on edge, there 
has been a flurry of 

diplomatic activity among the 
countries concerned as politicians 
try to figure out how to tackle this 
serious and sensitive issue.

And as the diplomatic pace 
picked up, there was feeling that 
the Paris attacks must not be left 
unanswered. So the military pace 
also accelerated as French and 
Russian warplanes dropped more 

bombs on strongholds 
of the Islamic State 
(ISIS) than they had 
done in the past. The 
end result being that 
the abyss dividing the 
two sides keeps getting 
wider and with no vi-
able end in sight.

While the shock 
and anger, the fear 
and frustration in the 
aftermath of the at-

tacks are understandable, Middle 
Eastern terrorism is not entirely a 
novelty in France. In the mid-1970s 
and ‘80s, Middle Eastern violence 
found its way to the French capital 
when Lebanese, Palestinians, 
Iraqis and Israelis took their griev-
ances to the streets of the City of 
Lights in the form of car bombs 

and targeted assassinations.
But this time it was on much 

grander scale, on a much more 
murderous scale.

What was somewhat less un-
derstandable, however, was the 
attention given to the Paris attacks 
when compared to how much less 
was accorded to the other targets 
from the same terrorist group or 
groups affiliated with ISIS.

Two weeks before the Paris kill-
ings, a Russian airliner with 224 
passengers and crew was blown up 
over Sinai. The day before the Paris 
attack, two bombs exploded min-
utes apart in Beirut killing more 
than three dozen people.

Then came the raid on a luxury 
hotel in Mali and the attack on 
presidential guards in downtown 
Tunis. To say these latter targets 
did not get massive media cover-
age would be wrong. CNN, the 
BBC, the wire agencies, among 
others, all carried the usual load of 
reports and analysis on the various 
attacks.

What many people felt missing 
was the outpouring of support, 
sympathy and true feelings of 
regret and sadness that was given 
to the people of Paris and France. 
That was absent for the tragedies 
of Beirut, Tunis, Sinai and Bamako.

Many accused the West of ap-
plying double standards — one for 
Europeans and one for developing 
nations.

Politicians tell us at there can be 
no peace possible with ISIS terror-
ists; yet in the same breath some of 
them tell us that quite possibly the 
only viable solution is to make sure 
that Syrian President Bashar Assad 
remains in power.

Why, when you drop barrel 
bombs and chemical agents on 
women, children and elderly peo-
ple, is that not as much of a terror-
ist attack as killing people in Paris? 
Is that not a double standard?

Both should be considered ter-
rorist entities on an equal footing. 
As a matter of fact, ask the majority 
of refugees fleeing Syria — there 
have been 9 million refugees so 
far — who are they running away 
from? You may be surprised that 
the majority will say that while 
they have no love lost for ISIS, it is 
the regime of Assad they are run-
ning away from.

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

Some terror victims 
are more equal than 
others

Claude Salhani

The outpouring of 
support, sympathy was 
absent for the tragedies 
of Beirut, Tunis, Sinai 
and Bamako.

A foreign peace activist, on November 29th, lays a flower at the 
site of suicide bombings in Bourj el-Barajneh in southern Beirut.
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Refugees are good news for Turkey and others

The significance of the Tunis attack

P 

olitically incorrect 
though it may sound, 
the refugee crisis could 
actually turn out to be a 
good news story for 
Turkey.

Ankara has had its first sum-
mit with the European Union in 
11 years, apparently a mutually 
satisfactory meeting that had been 
called primarily to discuss ways 
to choke off the migrant flow into 
Europe at the Turkish border.

The meeting saw Ankara loaded 
with $3.2 billion and encomiums 
as a “key partner” of the bloc. 
Crucially, there was the promise to 
speed up work on Turkey’s stalled 

EU membership bid and 
help its citizens get visa-
free access to the Euro-
pean Union’s Schengen 
zone by October 2016.

To this slew of auspi-
cious new beginnings, 
as Turkish Prime Min-
ister Ahmet Davutoglu 
described the develop-
ments in Brussels, add a 
recent World Bank study 
that concluded that the 

effect on Turkey’s labour market 
of the 1.8 million Syrian refugees 
it hosts on its soil has been largely 

positive.
Who can top that? Germany, as it 

turns out, with economists predict-
ing a small but significant boost to 
its economy from billions of dollars 
of increased government spending 
on refugees. Natural stimulus even 
in unnatural situations is revitalis-
ing. Clearly, refugees can be good 
for growth and geopolitical deals 
as well as a renergising force for 
burden-sharing among countries.

But logic and economic statistics 
cannot fundamentally alter the 
ugly emotionalism of the public 
and policy debate that is evolving 
after the Paris attacks. New suspi-
cions that refugees imperil security 
are taking hold in Europe, the 
United States and even in Canada.

Plans by the newly elected Cana-
dian government of Justin Trudeau 
to fast-track 25,000 Syrian refugees 
into the country by the end of 
February have had to be reworked. 
Starting on December 1st, Ottawa 
has prioritised resettlement of 
whole families, lone women and 
children from refugee camps in 
Jordan, Lebanon and Turkey. But 
unaccompanied men — consid-
ered a security risk — won’t be on 
those planes, a small but pointed 
omission that underlines the great 

gulf between the West’s good 
intentions and its deeply ingrained 
fears.

It is hard to see this as anything 
other than corrosive to the idea of 
Western inclusivism.

This is glaringly obvious in the 
arguments against the entry of Syr-
ian refugees into the United States. 
At least 28 governors — more than 
half of American states — have 
publicly voiced opposition.

In Duncan, a tiny town in South 
Carolina, residents and elected offi-
cials had few scruples about point-
ing out that the federal govern-
ment could not possibly screen out 
terrorists from among the refugees.

Some congressmen have said 
they want legislation that could 
suspend a US refugee programme 
for Syrians. House Speaker Paul 
Ryan, R-Wis., has declared that 
America “cannot let terrorists take 
advantage of our compassion… 
better to be safe than to be sorry.”

And Republican presidential 
hopeful Ben Carson, who visited 
Jordan’s Zaatari refugee camp 
on November 28th after using an 
impolitic analogy regarding rabid 
dogs, argues that Jordan is a “safe” 
and appropriate holding point. 
They do not need to get to the 

United States, he indicated.
That’s the bottom line for Car-

son, an eminent neurosurgeon. It 
finds an echo in the words of Ger-
many’s police chief, Hans-Georg 
Maasen, who felt moved to warn 
that some men arriving as refugees 
have fought with the Islamic State 
(ISIS) and are planning a “combat 
mission” once they land in Europe.

These are the basic fault lines of 
an increasingly unpleasant debate 
and it has enormous implications, 
however many — and however 
quickly — Syrian refugees are taken 
in by the West.

It was well said that God — and 
everyone — loves a cheerful giver. 
Grudging acceptance of refugees 
while shamefully stereotyping 
them as likely terrorists is hardly 
an act of brotherly love. If I were 
a Syrian refugee bound for the 
West, I would probably feel the 
injustice of people’s preconceived 
notions pretty deeply. In the long 
term, that would not augur well for 
integration.

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.

O n November 24th, 
Tunisians were dealt 
another horrific 
blow that they are 
struggling to 
understand: A 

terrorist attack carried out by a 
suicide bomber named Houssem 
Abdelli, killing 12 presidential 
guards.

Abdelli, a 27-year-old street 
vendor, was a former member of 
the extremist group Ansar al-Sharia 
and was later recruited by Jund 
al-Khilafah (the Soldiers of the 
Caliphate), a militant group affili-

ated with the Islamic State (ISIS). 
Members of the group had settled 
in Tunisia by the end of 2014.

The November 24th attack is of 
particular significance for a num-
ber of reasons.

First, it seems to be part of ISIS’s 
new strategy of it, or groups affili-
ated with it, carrying out bloody 
strikes throughout the globe with 
Tunis, Paris, Mali and Cameroon 
the latest locations. In showing off 
its long reach, ISIS scatters security 
and intelligence gathering efforts 
trying to stop the attacks.

The second significant aspect 

of ISIS’s Tunis operation lies in its 
choosing an avenue in the Tunisian 
capital where government minis-
tries, the Central Bank and major 
international companies are locat-
ed. By attacking there, the terrorist 
organisation probably intended to 
send the message that no location 
is safe from its reach.

Third, the November 24th at-
tack has proved that the effort to 
protect sensitive locations in Tunis 
is not sufficient despite attempts 
to improve security measures since 
the June 26th attack in Sousse.

The fourth significance resides in 
the fact that ISIS wanted to relieve 
some of the pressure created by 
the many and recurrent campaigns 
by the Tunisian security forces 
against smuggling rings and their 
pre-emptive operations against 
extremist networks in the coun-
try. These sweeps have led to the 
arrest of a number of members of 
dormant terrorist cells.

Fifth, by choosing the presiden-
tial guard as a target, ISIS wanted 
to strike at a powerful symbol of 
the Tunisian state. The intended 
message did not go unnoticed by 
Tunisian President Beji Caid Es-
sebsi, as evidenced by his declara-
tion of war on extremism following 
the attack.

The sixth significant aspect of 
the Tunis attack is that it took 
place during a time in which 
neighbouring Libya has been giv-
ing refuge to a large number of 
Tunisian terrorist figures who had 
previously benefited from the rela-
tive protection and safety of under 
the previous Islamist government 
in Tunisia.

The seventh significance is 
found in preliminary investigations 
into the attack, which revealed that 
the planning and the training for 

the operation took place in Libya 
and the execution was carried 
out by Tunisian hands from local 
dormant cells. The closing of the 
borders with Libya for 15 days, and 
possibly more, came as a result of 
these findings.

It is very likely that the latest 
attack in Tunis is part of ISIS’s 
strategy of laying the groundwork 
for moving its leadership from 
the Middle East to North Africa 
following the damaging blows it 
has incurred from US and Russian 
coalitions.

It is also worth keeping in mind 
that the local political context of 
the operation in Tunis is charac-
terised by a weak presence of the 
state in the religious sphere and 
failure to impose its appointed 
imams in some mosques.

Many analysts have said the No-
vember 24th attack could greatly 
affect the country’s economy and 
future security operations. Once 
again, Tunisia has fallen into a 
cycle of curfews and martial law, 
which deepen the crisis in the 
tourism sector and the economic 
slowdown.

Alaya Allani is an expert on Islamic 
extremism. He teaches at the 
University of Manouba in Tunis.

Refugees arriving on the Greek island of Lesbos, after crossing the Aegean Sea from Turkey, on November 24th.

Crucially, there was 
the promise to speed 
up work on Turkey’s 
stalled EU 
membership bid.

Rashmee Roshan Lall

Tunisian woman gives flowers to a policeman in Tunis, on November 25th.

Alaya Allani

The terrorist 
organisation 
probably 
intended to send 
the message 
that no location 
is safe from its 
reach.
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ussian President Vladimir 
Putin, incensed by Tur-
key’s shooting down of 
a Russian jet and the Is-
lamic State’s bombing of 

a Russian airliner, is deploying Mos-
cow’s most advanced air-defence 
missile and other powerful weap-
ons systems in Syria. The move is 
likely to escalate a toxic war that 
threatens the entire Middle East.

This build-up underlines Putin’s 
determination to ensure that Rus-
sia’s ally, Syrian President Bashar 
Assad, remains in power but it risks 
escalating the conflict at the same 
time that the Islamic State (ISIS) is 
widening its operations from the 
Syria-Iraq theatre to other parts of 
the Middle East and Western Eu-
rope.

The Russian moves are taking 
place amid growing tensions be-
tween the various powers that are 
openly in conflict with ISIS — the 
United States, France and Turkey, 
with British Prime Minister David 
Cameron pushing hard to secure 
parliamentary approval for joining 
the air campaign.

Putin wants blood after Turkish 
F-16 fighters shot down a Russian 
Sukhoi Su-24 jet, which allegedly 
strayed into Turkish airspace on No-
vember 24th. He denied any viola-
tion and branded the attack “a stab 
in the back”.

A US build-up at the strategically 
important Incirlik Air Base in south-
ern Turkey with A-10 Thunderbolt 
ground attack jets, F-15 air-superi-
ority fighters and the deployment of 
the US Air Force’s elite unit for res-
cuing downed fliers in hostile ter-
ritory suggests the Americans are 
taking precautions against possible 
aerial clashes.

They said November 20th they 
have also deployed an E-3 Sentry 

airborne early warning and control 
aircraft in the region, an ominous 
sign that they are expecting trou-
ble.

With the arrival of France’s sole 
aircraft carrier in the eastern Medi-
terranean, Syrian skies are becom-
ing dangerously crowded with 
armed jets conducting divergent, 
and sometimes uncoordinated, 
combat missions.

The deployment of the carrier 
Charles de Gaulle, flagship of the 
French Navy, triples France’s air 
strength in the region. It was a di-
rect consequence of ISIS’s recent 
wave of blistering terrorist attacks 
that targeted global powers battling 
ISIS’s Islamic caliphate spanning 
Syria and Iraq.

These began with the October 
10th bombing of a political rally in 
Turkey, followed by the October 31st 
bombing of the Russian airliner over 
the Sinai peninsula, the November 
8th suicide bombings in Hezbollah’s 
Beirut stronghold and the slaughter 
in Paris on November 13th.

It is not at all clear what triggered 
ISIS’s attacks outside the war zone 
but the terror onslaught began af-
ter Russia’s armed intervention in 
September to rescue Assad after he 
suffered a string of severe military 
setbacks.

If the Russians are raising the 
stakes with the deployment of 
heavy firepower and emerging as 
the central axis of an internation-
al military coalition dedicated to 
crushing the caliphate as a symbol 
of a resurgent Islam, ISIS may ratch-
et up its revenge attacks to exact 
an even deadlier toll than the 700 
killed since October.

Much may hinge on what the 
Russians are doing now, particu-
larly with reports of Russian ground 
troops joining the fray.

In recent days, Putin unleashed 
broadsides of cruise missiles from 
Russian warships in the eastern 
Mediterranean and the Caspian Sea, 
1,500 km to the east, and from stra-
tegic bombers such as the four-en-
gine Tu-22M Backfire, the Tu-95M 
Bear and the Tu-160 Blackjack.

These are updated versions of 

Cold War Soviet aircraft designed 
to drop nuclear weapons on the 
United States and Western Europe. 
They remain just as lethal in their 
new role, probably more so given 
that ISIS’s military capabilities are 
much less formidable than those of 
Moscow’s nuclear-armed Cold War 
foes.

These warplanes, the backbone 
of the Russian Air Force’s strategic 
command, doubled the strike force 
deployed at a Russian-controlled 
air base, established in September 
outside the Mediterranean port 
of Latakia in north-western Syria. 
That base, where 34 smaller 
fighter aircraft are 
deployed, 
is too 
small 
for the 
strategic 
bombers.

Twenty-five of the bomb-
ers, with eight Sukhoi Su-34 and 
four Su-27 fighters, have been 
deployed at the Mozdok air base 
in Northern Ossetia on Russia’s 
southern border with Georgia.

To hit Syrian targets they have 
to fly through Iranian and Iraqi 
airspace, as they did on their 
first strike mission on November 
17th, when they pounded ISIS 
 positions in the northern city of 
Raqqa, de facto capital of its self-
proclaimed Islamic caliphate, and 
around the southern city of Deir 
ez-Zor.

A first wave of Tu-22Ms hit tar-
gets around the divided city of 
Aleppo while a second wave of Tu-
95Ms and Tu-160s blasted rebel po-
sitions in the countryside around 
Aleppo and in neighbouring Idlib 
province where the Russians have 
been supporting offensives by As-
sad’s forces.

All told, Russia’s Defence Min-
istry said it launched 34 Kh-555 
cruise missiles and Kh-101 stealthy 
cruise missiles, by far the single 
most powerful air assault of the 
Syrian conflict and a possible har-
binger of the firestorm that seems 
to be building up.

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.

Russia brings out big guns, 
threatening wider firestorm
James Bruce

Russian Air Force Su-30 fighter jets take off from the Hamim air 
base in Syria.

ISIS may ratchet up 
its revenge attacks 
to exact an even 
deadlier toll than 
the 700 killed since 
October.

Syrian skies are 
becoming 
dangerously crowded 
with armed jets.

Washington

W 

hile Russian air op-
erations in Syria are 
gathering much me-
dia attention, Russia 
is flexing another 

of its military options to smite the 
terrorists battling the government 
of beleaguered Syrian President 
Bashar Assad — sea power.

Russia began its Syrian counter-
terrorist operations in late Septem-
ber. Following a series of air strikes, 
on October 7th a Russian Caspian 
Flotilla frigate and three destroy-
ers launched 26 cruise missiles at 
11 targets in Syria. The missiles flew 
about 1,500km through Iranian and 
Iraqi airspace before hitting sites in 
Raqqa, Aleppo and Idlib provinces.

The Syrian ambassador to Rus-
sia said the attacks took place after 
the exact locations of Islamic State 
(ISIS) bases were given to Russia. 
The missiles used in the strikes, the 
Kalibr 3M-14T, NATO designation 
SS-N-30A, represent an improved 
version of the Granat land-attack 
cruise missile, similar to the US Na-
vy’s Tomahawk BGM-109.

Russian Defence Minister Sergei 
Shoigu said all the cruise missiles 

hit their targets, destroying them 
and causing no civilian casualties. 
The launches followed a wave of 
Russian air strikes in the same ar-
eas.

A second series of cruise mis-
sile launches on November 17th 
caused the European Air Safety 
Agency (EASA) to issue a Safety In-
formation Bulletin (SIB) describing 
the low-level flight of the missiles 
across northern Iran and Iraq to 
reach Syria.

Most recently, Caspian Flotilla 
warships launched a volley of 18 
cruise missiles at seven targets in 
Syria. The Russian Ministry of De-
fence reported: “All targets were hit 
successfully.” The Caspian strikes 
were assisted by cruise missiles 
from Russian warships in the Medi-
terranean, one of which Shoigu not-
ed killed more than 600 terrorists 
in Syria’s Deir ez-Zor province. Ten 
warships are deployed in Russia’s 
Syrian operation, six in the Mediter-

ranean.
Given the barbarities perpetu-

ated by ISIS in Syria and Iraq and 
now abroad in Egypt and Paris, 
one would think that Russia’s stout 
military response would win plau-
dits but such is not the case on the 
political front. Russia supports As-
sad’s remaining in power, a posi-
tion anathema to the United States 
and Turkey, both of which support 
“good” jihadis seeking his ouster.

There are now two coalitions con-
verging over Syria: a US-led one and 
a Russia-led one that includes Iran.

This divergence of political goals 
has intensified, leading to the No-
vember 24th shooting down of 
a Russian Su-24M warplane by a 
Turkish F-16, which was bombing 
ethnic Turkmen in northern Syria 
battling Syrian government forces. 
Ankara maintains the Russian air-
craft violated Turkish airspace, a 
charge Russia denies.

In reply, Shoigu said that the 
Russian Black Sea Fleet’s flagship 
Moskva cruiser, which carries S-300 
surface-to-air missiles among its 
armaments, was redeployed off the 
Syrian coast “and is ready to de-
stroy any aerial target that presents 
a threat to our aviation”. Russian 
naval deployments have a great 
advantage over both “boots on the 
ground” or air power, as Syrian ter-

rorists can’t reach them. On shore, 
while Russian warships are using 
Latakia as a base, it is heavily guard-
ed, and cruise missile launches 
from the Caspian are hundreds of 
kilometres from the war zone.

There is little sign that Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan in-
tends to modify his bellicose stance 
against Russia’s Syrian policy, leav-
ing open the possibility of further 
armed conflict. But Russia is hardly 
likely to back down, as militants 
from its turbulent Caucasian region 
have rallied to ISIS eager to sharpen 
combat skills before returning to 
their homes. Accordingly, Russia’s 
Syrian strikes not only assist an ally 
but forestall terrorists from heading 
to Russia.

The result?
Stalemate.
For now.
Over the past three centuries the 

Ottoman Empire fought more wars 
with Russia than any other country 
— 11 — and lost them all. As Erdogan 
seeks to recapture Ottoman glory, 
he seems to have overlooked the 
inconvenient fact that if pressed, 
Moscow might use its armed forces, 
including its navy, to remind him.

John C.K. Daly is a
Washington-based specialist on 
Russian and post-Soviet affairs.

Russian sea power deployed in Syrian campaign
John C.K. Daly

Russian Navy ships in the Caspian sea launching cruise missiles at 
targets in Syria.
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ighters from China’s Mus-
lim Uighur minority have 
been joining Islamic State 
(ISIS) ranks in Syria for 
months even while Bei-

jing’s role in the war gave moral 
and political support to the regime 
of President Bashar Assad.

China has backed Russia in ve-
toing several UN Security Council 
resolutions condemning the Syrian 
regime, including one to have As-
sad prosecuted for war crimes and 
crimes against humanity by the In-
ternational Criminal Court. It has 
been an outspoken supporter of the 
military intervention by its Russian 
ally against the jihadist group.

China, Russia and Iran are Syria’s 
closest allies.

But scores of Uighur fighters from 
the western Chinese state of Xinji-
ang have joined ISIS , whose leader, 
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, threatened 
China in 2014 over perceived op-
pression of Chinese Muslims.

Beijing claims members of the Ui-
ghur militant group the East Turke-
stan Islamic Movement (ETIM), 
which it blames for the violence in 
China’s far western region of Xin-
jiang,  have been training with ex-

tremists in Syria and Iraq. Chinese 
Foreign Minister Wang Yi, speaking 
in Turkey on the sidelines of the 
Group of 20 summit  on November 
16th, said cracking down on ETIM 
should become “an important part” 
of the world’s war on terror.

According to a former ISIS mem-
ber who asked to be identified as 
Abu Hareth, Chinese fighters start-
ed arriving in Syria, via Turkey, in 
the summer of 2014 and settled in 
Tal Akhdar, west of Tal Abyad in 
Raqqa province, whose residents 
were displaced by ISIS.

“In August 2014, the first batch of 
300 fighters, accompanied by their 
families, entered Syria from the 
crossing of Tal Abyad on the Turk-
ish border. I was there by chance 
and saw them being shuttled to Tal 
Akhdar. When I asked about them, 
I was told they are Chinese Muslims 
joining ISIS,” Abu Hareth told The 
Arab Weekly in a Skype interview.

The Chinese fighters were isolat-
ed and no ISIS member was allowed 
to contact them. “We were strictly 
forbidden to enter Tal Akhdar. Even 
food supplies were handed to them 
at the entrance of the town,” Abu 
Hareth said.

“They were grouped in a special 
Chinese unit called Oussoud al 
Haydariya and were in contact with 
a number of Turkish fighters only 
because they all spoke Turkish. The 
unit fought in Kobani where some 
of its members were killed,” he 
added.

Chinese fighters were assigned to 
train “ISIS cubs”, whose age ranged 
between 13 and 17 years, in martial 
arts at the main training centre in 

Akayrashi, east of Raqqa city.
After the fall of Tal Abyad to 

Kurdish fighters, the Chinese com-
batants and their families were 
transferred to Raqqa city, where 
they mixed with fighters from cen-
tral Asia.

“ISIS has many combatants from 
Asia; however it is difficult to dis-
tinguish Chinese from Uzbeks and 
Tajiks. They all look very similar 
and they speak fluent Turkish,” said 
Mohamad Hammoud from Raqqa. 
Uzbek, Uighur and Turkish all be-
long to the Turkic language family 
and share a degree of mutual intel-
ligibility.

In addition to ISIS, Chinese fight-

ers have joined other armed groups, 
though in smaller numbers, includ-
ing al-Qaeda affiliate al-Nusra Front 
and Jaysh al-Muhajireen, which is 
based in Aleppo, Idlib and Latakia 
provinces.

A field activist in rural Aleppo, 
who asked not to be named, point-
ed out that the Chinese fighters, 
who had joined al-Nusra Front be-
cause it included Turkish members, 
later moved to ISIS, following Turks 
with whom they could communi-
cate in Turkish.

“Some Chinese were trained with 
the unit of Abu Youssef al Turki, 
which is specialised in sniping,” the 
activist said. “Abu Youssef trained 

hundreds of al-Nusra Front snipers 
before he was killed in a raid by the 
US-led coalition in rural Aleppo in 
September last year.”

Chinese fighters were also active 
with the Kurdish People’s Protec-
tion Units fighting ISIS in Hasakah 
province in northern Syria. The 
Kurdish website Wilayati wrote 
about a young Chinese called Chao 
who had joined the Kurdish group 
after reading about the battle of 
Kobani in a Chinese newspaper.

When Russia engaged its air 
power a month ago to purportedly 
combat ISIS in Syria, China has con-
tented itself with political backing 
of its ally’s military intervention.

Unconfirmed reports that circu-
lated about China’s dispatch of war-
ships to the Syrian port of Tartus to 
back up the Russians were blasted 
as part of “a propaganda war”. “It 
is true that a number of Chinese 
experts are based in Tartus but 
they are communication special-
ists and have no military role since 
Syria does not possess any Chinese 
weapons,” a Tartus-based source 
told The Arab Weekly.

China has been extending moral 
and political support to the Syrian 
regime since the onset of the crisis, 
almost five years ago. It hopes that 
its staunch backing of Russia’s pur-
ported “war on ISIS” would prevent 
hundreds of Chinese jihadists from 
returning to China and spreading 
radical thoughts.

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

Chinese Muslims involved in Syria war
Ahmad Ramadan

Chinese fighter holding ISIS banner in Raqqa, Syria.

China has been 
extending moral and 
political support to 
the Syrian regime.

London

A 

s the situation in Syria 
continues to morph into 
an international quag-
mire, efforts by countries 
such Saudi Arabia and 

the United States to find a viable 
political solution to the lengthy war 
have been fruitless thus far.

Amid accusations of ineffective-
ness from those opposed to the 
Assad regime, the UN General As-
sembly recently endorsed a Saudi-
authored resolution calling for the 
condemnation of Iran because of its 
involvement in Syria.

The Saudi resolution, which was 
co-sponsored by a number of other 
Arab countries as well as the United 
States and Western powers, carried 
a veiled condemnation of Russia’s 
involvement in Syria, mainly its 
military attacks on the moderate 
Syrian opposition, which it stated 
benefited terrorist groups such as 
the Islamic State (ISIS).

However, the General Assembly’s 
endorsement is unlikely to change 
anything on the ground, experts 
said.

“It’s symbolic. It’s widely known 
that if you take a look at the history 
of the conflict the UN General As-
sembly has broadly been in support 
of the anti-Assad camp within the 
Syrian civil war,” said Christopher 
Phillips, a Syria expert at Chatham 
House, an international affairs 
think-tank in London.

According to Phillips, it is no sur-
prise that the resolution was en-
dorsed by the General Assembly, 
but he pointed out that numerous 
resolutions of a similar ilk have 
been passed before without any ef-
fect on UN policy.

“The UN is structured so that the 
Security Council is the body that 
holds any real authority. Russia and 
indeed China have made sure in the 
past that any serious condemnation 
of the broader pro-Assad camp has 
never gone through,” Phillips said.

The push for a transitional politi-
cal solution has been championed 
by Russia, a staunch supporter of 
the Assad regime. However, the 
prospects of it working are slim, as 
the Syrian opposition insists that 
Assad must go while the dictator 
has rubbished the notion of any 
political process as long as Syria is 
occupied by “terrorists”, a term the 
regime uses to label all of its oppo-
nents, whether they are peaceful 
activists or fighters on the ground, 
moderate or extreme.

“This timetable starts after start-
ing defeating terrorism. You cannot 
achieve anything politically while 
you have the terrorists taking over 

many areas in Syria,” Assad said in 
an interview with Italy’s Rai televi-
sion.

In comments to French magazine 
Valeurs Actuelles, the Iran-backed 
president went on to dismiss the 
idea of UN observers monitoring 
elections, saying the organisation 
had “lost all credibility”.

In regards to the Syrian opposi-
tion, an opinion piece in the maga-
zine collectively written by its main 
leaders reaffirmed their stance that 
Assad should have no political fu-
ture in Syria and that his exit is re-
quired to defeat ISIS.

“The only way to effectively take 
on ISIS is to create a ground force 
capable of fighting terror and sta-
bilising the country. With proper 
support, such a force could eradi-
cate the ISIS terror nest in Raqqa, 
but this will only happen when we 
formulate a political plan that en-
sures a transition away from Syria’s 

current leadership and state clearly 
that the end game is Assad’s exit 
from power,” the article said.

This comes at a time Saudi Arabia 
and the United States are trying to 
unify the ranks of the Syrian oppo-
sition. US Secretary of State John 
Kerry, while on a trip to the UAE, 
met with Abu Dhabi Crown Prince 
Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed al-
Nahyan and Saudi Foreign Minister 
Adel al-Jubeir in an effort to bring 
Syrian opposition groups together 
at a conference in Riyadh in Decem-
ber. The Security Council met in Vi-
enna in November and agreed to be-
gin formal talks between the Syrian 
opposition and the Assad regime by 
January 1st. Whether the talks yield 
any result highly depends on the 
main players in the dispute.

“The question here is, how much 
leverage does Iran and Russia have 
over the Assad regime to make it 
negotiate and if it doesn’t negotiate 

is it in a position to engineer some 
sort of internal transition within the 
leadership of Syria?” Phillips said.

With regards to a political transi-
tion, Phillips underscored the im-
portance of knowing Russia’s moti-
vations.

“Who is it being duplicitous to?” 
he asked “Is it the West, where they 
are saying what the West wants to 
hear in order to get a deal and help 
Assad remain beyond the transi-
tional period? Or is it being duplici-
tous with the Assad regime, saying 
‘Look you’re the problem we need 
to stand by you at the moment to 
make sure we don’t look weak but 
once we got what we want then 
we’ll find someone that can be a lit-
tle more malleable than you are’?

“I suspect that’s what they are 
thinking.”

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

Political solution seems out of reach in Syria
Mohammed Alkhereiji

US Secretary of State John Kerry (C) talks before a meeting with Emirati Foreign Minister Abdullah bin Zayed al-Nahyan (L) and Saudi 
Arabia’s Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir, in Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates.

The only way to 
effectively take on 
ISIS is to create a 
ground force 
capable of fighting 
terror.
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ince the assassination of 
former prime minister 
Rafik Hariri in February 
2005, Lebanon has been 
facing the challenge of pre-

serving the structure of its political 
and sectarian forces and the fate of 
its republic.

A surprise suggestion to elect MP 
Suleiman Frangieh to the post of 
president, which has been vacant 
since 2014, was the first signal for 
a possible political compromise to 
end an almost 11-year of political 
schism.

The political compromise stirred 
a situation in which political forces 
were divided into two main groups 
— one supporting Iranian-Syrian 
policies and the other harmonising 
with the Saudi-led Arab coalition 
and Western policies.

It triggered debate about the 
election of a friend of Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar Assad, whose country 
enjoyed military and intelligence 
influence in Lebanon for 29 years, 
ending in April 2005, after Hariri’s 
assassination and the breakout of 
the Cedar revolution.

The presidential election came 
to the front with a stunning call for 
a political compromise by former 
prime minister Saad Hariri, an ally 
of Saudi Arabia and a key critic of 
Assad and Iran-backed Hezbollah’s 
involvement in Syria’s war. While 
some doubted the call’s serious-
ness, Frangieh, a former cabinet 
minister, suddenly garnered more 
international backing than other 
presidential candidates.

Hariri’s call, however, came in 
line with several political develop-
ments. First, Iranian Deputy For-
eign Minister Hossein Amir-Abdol-
lahian called for a presidential 
election in Lebanon.

Soon afterward, Hezbollah Secre-

tary-General Hassan Nasrallah pro-
posed a “complete basket” to end 
the political stalemate by electing a 
new president, forming a new cabi-
net and resuming parliament work 
in line with the Saudi-sponsored 
Taif agreement, which ended the 
Lebanese 1975-90 civil war.

Nasrallah seemed to dismiss 
claims that Iran wanted to alter the 
1989 Taif accord for a new distribu-
tion of powers among Lebanon’s 
sectarian groups.

The process seems to have start-
ed at the height of Iran-US nego-
tiations about Tehran’s nuclear 
programme. Washington insisted 
on a comprehensive political com-
promise that would solve all crises 
in the Arab region and guarantee 
a balance of powers between Iran 
and the Arab world. The US admin-
istration was worried about conflict 
between Sunnis and Shias and the 
rise of the Islamic State (ISIS).

The Saudi and Iranian stands, 
voiced by Hariri and Nasrallah, fol-
lowed Iranian-French meetings, 
held one and a half months ago, 
during which it was agreed to help 
elect a president in Lebanon. The 
move was thought necessary to 
guarantee the sustainability of the 
Lebanese republic with its Chris-
tian-Muslim balance away from the 
region’s military and security con-
flicts where minorities are paying 
the price.

Lebanese officials were advised 
that the international community 
could not help Lebanon anymore 
unless the Lebanese reached a po-
litical compromise to put the coun-
try on track.

According to well-informed 
sources in Beirut, Saudi Arabia may 
not have given a final word about 
the Lebanese presidential election. 
The US Ambassador to Lebanon 
David Hale and Russian Deputy 
Foreign Minister Mikhail Bogdanov 
agreed on Frangieh.

Frangieh relies on the fact that his 
friend, Assad, might be on his way 
out. The compromise is to include 
guarantees that Hezbollah would 
point its weapons strictly at Israel; 
the group would not repeat its 2011 
overthrowing of Hariri’s cabinet or 

its 2008 use of armed force to gain 
the right to veto cabinet decisions, 
sources told The Arab Weekly.

They, however, noted that the 
compromise needs to overcome the 
hurdle of a national agreement on 
a new parliamentary election law. 
Christian forces want an election 
law that would guarantee the elec-
tion of Christian MPs by Christian 
votes.

Another hurdle is Hariri’s condi-
tion that his March 14 Coalition be 
granted more than two-thirds of the 

cabinet’s seats to guarantee that the 
opposing March 8 Coalition would 
not overthrow it. This condition 
worries Frangieh and Hezbollah be-
cause the March 14 Coalition could 
strip Hezbollah from its official rec-
ognition as a resistance movement 
and turn Frangieh into a lame duck 
from the onset of his term.

A partnership between Frangieh 
and Hariri, who represent the con-
flicting blocs in the region, would 
be a “golden chance” for Lebanon, 
according to some politicians, but 

only if a comprehensive regional 
compromise is reached. If regional 
wars and crises continue, Lebanon’s 
cabinet and parliament would be 
far from activity and productivity.

Some argue that Frangieh’s elec-
tion would preserve Lebanon’s 
republic, otherwise there will be 
no president in Lebanon any time 
soon. Maybe rescuing the Lebanese 
republic “at a price” is a good thing 
at a time republics in the region 
are collapsing. Take Iraq, Syria and 
Yemen as examples.

Lebanon’s republic at a crossroads
The Arab Weekly staff

A surprise 
suggestion to elect 
MP Suleiman 
Frangieh to the post 
of president, was the 
first signal for a 
possible political 
compromise.

Frangieh relies on 
the fact that his 
friend, Assad, might 
be on his way out.

A file picture of Lebanon’s Prime Minister Saad Hariri (L) with leader of the pro-Syrian Christian 
Marada Movement Suleiman Frangieh.

The Frangieh presidency and the revival of Taif

S
electing a president for 
Lebanon has proven to 
be a complex process 
that goes beyond merely 
voting for a candidate in 
parliament. Consensus 

sectarian politics requires extra-
institutional political deliberation 
and negotiation that mandate 
foreign consultation and sponsor-
ship. The convergence of domestic 
and foreign choices has histori-
cally proven a prerequisite for 
electing a Lebanese president.

In 1989, an agreement was signed 
in the Saudi city of Taif to redis-
tribute power among Lebanese 
sectarian groups, end the civil war 
and pave the way for the election 
of Rene Moawad as president. The 
agreement set the stage for joint 
Saudi-Syrian guardianship over the 
country, tilting the power balance 
in favour of a Sunni-Shia sectarian 
dominance, to the disadvantage of 
Christians.

In 2008, Michel Suleiman was 
elected president with negligible 

opposition after a power-sharing 

agreement was brokered in Doha. 
That agreement was supported by 
Tehran, Damascus, Riyadh, Qatar, 
Paris and Washington and stipulat-
ed a reform package to the satisfac-
tion of Shia and Christian groups.

The agreement entailed a new 
electoral law that sought to reverse 
Christian parliamentary under-
representation. It also required a 
distribution of ministerial portfolios 
that secured Shia parties, along 
with their allies, a significant share 
of governmental portfolios.

At the same time, the Doha agree-
ment arguably paved the way for a 
Saudi-Syrian rapprochement that 
saw Saudi King Abdullah bin Ab-
dulaziz Al Saud accompany Syrian 
President Bashar Assad to Lebanon 
in a bid to consolidate a forced part-
nership over the country’s political 
fate.

The expiry of Suleiman’s presi-
dential term in 2014 threw the 
country back into a predicament 
over succession. The conflict in Syr-
ia and Hezbollah’s military involve-
ment there deepened domestic 
and regional rifts over the vacated 
presidency.

The latest proposed nominee 
is the northern Maronite leader 
Suleiman Frangieh. His nomination 
appears the most promising to date 
despite serious obstacles.

To the surprise of many, 
Frangieh, who is a close ally of 
Assad, has been nominated by the 

Saudi-backed Future Movement. 
Hezbollah has expressed a tacit en-
thusiasm for Frangieh’s presidency. 
This unlikely intersection of Syrian, 
Iranian and Saudi support makes 
him among the most promising 
hopefuls for the post.

There are good reasons for Syria, 
Iran and Hezbollah to place their 
long-term ally in power. His elec-
tion is sure to secure support for 
Hezbollah’s military establishment 
in Lebanon and preserve Tehran’s 
influence in the country. Frangieh 
would also help contain Sunni radi-
cal militancy inside Lebanon and 
across the Syrian border.

The Saudis and the Future Move-
ment hope that Frangieh’s elec-
tion would preserve their interests 
while removing the country from 
the Syrian settlement bargain. And 
if Frangieh’s election comes with 
Saad Hariri, the head of the Future 
Movement, being re-appointed 
prime minister this will reassure 
them even more. 

Though Frangieh’s election 
would favour the Iranian-Syrian 
axis of power, Hariri’s appoint-
ment as prime minister could 
mitigate that for the Saudis. Such 
a solution could serve as a testing 
ground for the restoration of shared 
Iranian-Saudi regional spheres of 
influence. Lebanon is ultimately 
too important for both sides. The 
major hurdle to Frangieh’s ambi-
tions lies among his own Maronite 

sect, to whom the office has been 
dedicated. His opponents in the 
Lebanese Forces and allies in the 
Free Patriotic Movement have long 
sought the presidency for them-
selves. Originally each had been 
promised the backing and support 
of their respective Muslim allies but 
both appear to have been betrayed 
in favour of Frangieh.

After all, Christians have opposed 
the Taif power deal for stripping 
the presidency — reserved for a 
Maronite Christian — of key pow-
ers, handing them to a Muslim-
dominated parliament and cabinet.

In 1989, it took a Syrian military 
invasion to suppress renegade 
Christian voices, expel and jail 
their leaders and impose the Taif 
republic.

In 2015, such an option has been 
ruled out and selecting a president 
by consensus remains the only 
viable route. Any agreement 
must entail a package of reform 
initiatives to ensure an acceptable 
Muslim-Christian share of power. 
Will a Frangieh presidency and 
Hariri premiership be enough to 
secure this?

Imad Salamey is an associate 
professor of political science and 
international affairs at the Lebanese 
American University in Beirut, a 
senior policy adviser on Middle East 
and the author of The Government 
and Politics of Lebanon.
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presidency.

Selecting a president for 
Lebanon has proven to be 
a complex process.
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audi Arabia blacklisted 12 
senior Hezbollah leaders 
and officials for allegedly 
sponsoring terrorism be-
yond its borders. The indi-

viduals were sanctioned because of 
their responsibilities for operations 
around the Middle East as well as 
“entities acting as investment arms 
for activities of the party”, a state-
ment by the kingdom’s Interior Min-
istry said.

The latest round of sanctions is 
based on a royal decree that tar-
geted terrorists and their support 
systems and included a freeze on 
assets and banning Saudi citizens 
conducting transactions with them.

Among those on the list is Ali 
Mousa Daqduq al-Moussawi, a sen-
ior Hezbollah operative placed on a 
US terror list in 2012 for his alleged 
involvement in 2007 raid in Iraq 
that resulted in the death of five US 
servicemen.

Also on sanctions list is Mustafa 
Badreddine, a man with the same 
name as a Hezbollah operative cur-
rently being tried in absentia by the 
United Nations for the killing of for-
mer Lebanese Prime Minister Rafik 
al-Hariri. The statement wasn’t 
clear if this was the same individual.

The sanctions target Hezbollah 
business owners and their compa-
nies, including an individual named 
Adham Tabaja, and his Al-Inma 
Group for Tourism Activities, and 
Hussein Ali Faour’s Car Care Centre.

Some Saudi analysts see the 
threat of Hezbollah to be on par with 
that of terrorist groups such as al-
Qaeda and the Islamic State (ISIS).  
Abdulaziz al-Sager, head of the 
Gulf Research Center said that the 
Iran-allied group poses a significant 
threat to the kingdom and should 

be dealt with in the same manner as 
ISIS and that underestimating the 
group would be a mistake.

Highlighting the regional scope of 
the Saudi sanctions, al-Sager point-
ed to the case of al-Moussawi. “One 
of the names announced was Ali 
Mousa Daqduq (al-Moussawi), a key 
member of the Iranian terror group 
operating against the Iraqi people.”

Al-Sager said that despite al-
Moussawi assassinating a number 
of Iraqi military officials, as well as 
US military men, he was released af-
ter his arrest by US forces by former 
prime minister Nouri al-Maliki, in 
order for him to travel to Lebanon.

Hezbollah’s parliamentary bloc 
criticised the sanctions and accused 
the kingdom of coordinating with 
the United States over a recently 
passed anti-Hezbollah bill.

The Hezbollah International Fi-

nancing Prevention Act of 2015 
was passed in the US Senate unani-
mously on November 17th. Tyler 
Stapleton, deputy director at the 
Foundation for Defense of Democ-
racies, said the legislation would 
classify Hezbollah as a “significant” 
drug trafficker and a transnational 
criminal organisation,  This would 
allow international law enforce-
ment agencies to target the terrorist 
group’s global financing network.

The Iran-supported Lebanese mi-
litia, which Saudi Arabia has desig-
nated as a terrorist organisation, has 
a long history of nefarious activities 

in the Gulf Cooperation Council re-
gion, including domestic offshoots 
of the group.

In August, a 19-year manhunt 
came to an end when Ahmed al-
Mughassil, the main suspect in the 
1996 Khobar Towers bombing, was 
apprehended by Lebanese authori-
ties and extradited to Saudi Ara-
bia. Mughassil, a 48-year-old Saudi 
national and Hezbollah al-Hejaz 
leader, was also found guilty in US 
courts of masterminding the attack 
that killed 19 US military personnel 
and wounded 500 others.

Also in August, security services 
in Kuwait intercepted a large arms 
cache and detained three individu-
als suspected of belonging to a Hez-
bollah cell, who, according to local 
media, were plotting to destabilise 
the country.

According to its Interior Ministry, 
Kuwaiti police found 56 rocket-pro-
pelled grenade shells and various 
types of ammunition at a farm on 
the Kuwait-Iraq border be longing 
to one of the suspects. The ministry 
also seized weapons, ammunition 
and explosive material in the homes 
of the other suspects.

In June, Saudi Arabia designated 
two high-ranking Hezbollah of-
ficials as terrorists, accusing the 
members of the Lebanese Islamist 
militia of spreading chaos and in-
stability in the Middle East. At the 
time the kingdom identified Khalil 
Youssef Harb and Mohammed Qa-
balan, who were also designated 
as terrorists by the United States in 
2013, for what it described as over-
seeing “violent operations” in the 
Middle East.

The Interior Ministry’s statement 
also vowed that Saudi Arabia would 
continue to fight against terrorist 
activities of Hezbollah by all availa-
ble means and will continue to work 
with partners around the world to 
that effect.

Saudi Arabia ratchets up 
pressure on Hezbollah
The Arab Weekly staff

A 1996 file photo shows a US soldier in front of the blast-shattered 
Khobar Towers housing complex. The attack on the complex killed 
19 Americans in Dhahran, Saudi Arabia.

Some Saudi analysts 
see the threat of 
Hezbollah to be on 
par with that of 
terrorist groups 
such as al-Qaeda and 
the Islamic State 
(ISIS).

London

A number of Gulf Co-
operation Council 
(GCC) members 
have been working 
to neutralise a chol-

era outbreak, with international 
health organisations warning of a 
region-wide epidemic if the threat 
is not addressed.

The latest outbreak, which origi-

nated in Iraq, has confirmed cases 
reported in Kuwait and Bahrain 
and Oman.

“It (the outbreak) already has a 
regional dynamic and the risk of 
that can only be increased by peo-
ple from all over the region coming 
into Iraq,” UNICEF country direc-
tor Peter Hawkins told Reuters on 
November 5th.

In October, after the diagnoses of 
the first Bahrain national infected 
with the disease, the kingdom’s 
Health Ministry put hospitals on 
cholera alert.

According to the Bahraini Min-
istry of Health, seven individu-
als were infected with cholera. 
Initially authorities quarantined 
55 people arriving from Iraq and 
suspected of carrying the disease. 
Subsequent testing revealed that 
only seven had the disease and all 
have since recovered, health offi-
cials said.

The Kuwaiti Health Ministry de-
nied rumours of a cholera outbreak 
but did confirm that five cases, all 
originating in Iraq, were treated in 
October. Kuwaiti assistant under-

secretary of Public Health Affairs 
advised Kuwaiti nationals, espe-
cially pregnant women, children 
and those suffering from poor 
health, to avoid travelling to Iraq.

In Oman, health officials issued 
a general warning after an Omani 
woman was diagnosed with the 
disease after having recently vis-
ited Iraq.

“The patient who was contract-
ed with cholera is receiving the 
medical care in one of the health 
institutions in the sultanate. Ac-
cording to the medical reports, 
the condition of the patient is sta-
ble and improving,” a Ministry of 
Health statement said, while urg-
ing citizens to follow strict hygiene 
guidelines.

Health ministries in Saudi Ara-
bia and the United Arab Emirates, 
however, issued statements reas-
suring citizens that both countries 
are cholera-free.

The cases confirmed in the GCC 
were all individuals who were in 
Iraq before symptoms ensued. 
This, coupled with the fact that 
millions of Shia Muslims are set to 
embark on a religious pilgrimage 
to Iraq in December, sparked fears 
of a full-blown epidemic.

“The nature of cholera is such 
that it doesn’t necessarily respect 
international borders,” UNICEF 
spokesman Karim el-Korany told 
The Arab Weekly.

According to Korany, Iraq is a 
cholera endemic country, which 
means there are intervals in which 
outbreaks occur. Previous out-
breaks were in 2012 and 2009.

Korany said there are a number 
of factors contributing to the state 
of affairs in Iraq. Continuing vio-

lence across the country has hin-
dered international organisations, 
such as UNICEF and the World 
Health Organisation (WHO), from 
reaching large areas of the country 
and is an aggravating factor that al-
lows the disease to spread.

Another factor is the seasonal 
flooding, which is overwhelming 
sewage and water infrastructure.

“So, with the continuing vio-
lence and the seasonal flooding, 
these are additional aggravating 
factors and so the risk of cholera 
spreading inside of Iraq is very 
high and we are quite concerned,” 
he added.

With regards to efforts in coun-
tering the cholera scare, UNICEF is 
working with the WHO under the 
leadership of the government to 
stem the disease. That includes a 
vaccination drive across Iraq and 
an awareness campaign designed 
to educate Iraqi communities on 
treatment and prevention.

“We are also working around the 
clock to distribute portable clean 
water in the form of bottled water 
and trucks that distribute commu-
nity water tanks in the context of 
refugee or displacement camps,” 
Korany added.

GCC worries over Iraq cholera outbreak
Mohammed Alkhereiji

Health ministries in 
Saudi Arabia and the 
United Arab 
Emirates, however, 
issued statements 
reassuring citizens 
that both countries 
are cholera-free.

A doctor holds steriliser tablets for drinking water in a cholera treatment clinic at the Medical City in 
Baghdad, Iraq.
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Egypt’s ‘chaotic’ media scene raises concern

Cairo

C 

alls are being made for 
reforms to Egypt’s “cha-
otic” media scene amid a 
noticeable rise in public 
anger at members’ prac-

tices.
Scores of private channels and 

newspapers deliver diverse news 
and viewpoints to tens of millions 
across the country but media ex-
perts say the need for reform could 
not be more pressing.

“What we see now is an uncon-
trollable media scene that does 
harm more than good,” said Hanan 
Youssef, a media professor at Ain 
Shams University. “Basic principles 
like neutrality, honest reporting 
and the protection of privacy and 
public interest are nowhere to be 
found in current media practices.”

A recent example occurred when 
advertisers withdrew from a pri-
vate channel programme due to the 
“unethical” nature of the show af-
ter its host insulted a sexual harass-
ment victim.

Reform advocates say the alarm 
should have come much earlier, 
claiming Egypt’s TV channels and 
newspapers have turned from a 
tool of change to political lobbying 
and rumour-mongering.

The media have been at the fore-
front of political transformations 
sweeping Egypt in recent years. Re-
porters accompanied Tahrir Square 
revolutionaries in their bid to bring 
autocratic president Hosni Mubarak 
down in 2011 and extensively cov-
ered the writing of the post-revolu-
tion constitution and the formation 
of parliament. They detailed social 
changes overwhelming Egypt after 
the revolution and the ouster by 
the army of Islamist president Mu-
hammad Morsi in 2013.

Now, however, the media are 
turning into a national headache. 
Fistfights erupt on camera, political 
opponents are slandered and social 
groups are demonised. The effects 
threaten to go beyond Egypt’s bor-
ders.

A TV host almost caused a dip-
lomatic crisis between Egypt and 
Ethiopia when she chided the Ethi-
opian ambassador in Cairo during 
a phone interview and hung up on 
him. Another host caused tension 
between Egypt and Morocco when 
she said the North African state de-
pended on prostitution for a large 
portion of its national income.

Egyptian President Abdel Fat-
tah al-Sisi signaled his desperation 
with the media when he, citing 
a TV host who criticised him for 
meeting the chief executive officer 
of a German firm at the time Alex-
andria was flooded with rains, said 
he would complain to the Egyptian 
people about media professionals.

All through the second half of 
2012 and the first half of 2013, Mor-
si’s backers camped out in front of 
the Media Production City, which 
hosts almost all of the studios of 
private channels, to protest what 

they described as “media viola-
tions”.

Columnist Anwar al-Hawari says 
Egypt’s media are the victims of 
attempts by wealthy Arab govern-
ments to stop the “Arab spring” and 
defend their own rule.

“They [Arab governments] spent 
lavishly on funding channels, pub-
lishing books and establishing re-
search centres, all with the aim of 
demonising the ‘Arab spring’ and 
slandering its symbols,” he wrote 
in an article in the Arabic-language 
daily al-Masri al-Youm.

Nevertheless, a look at Egypt’s 
media, in which obscenity is be-
coming a norm, bias a common 
practice and libel no longer treated 
as a crime, reveals political oppo-
nents are not the only victims of 
this media. Media ethics have taken 
a hit, too.

This is why media expert Fatma 
al-Kasbani calls for the reinstitu-
tion of the Information Ministry to 
monitor the work of the nation’s TV 
channels.

“The Information Ministry 
should return, even if temporarily, 

to put this media scene in order,” 
she said.

The Information Ministry existed 
until June 2013 when it was shut 
down amid calls for more media 
freedom. The government then an-
nounced a plan for an independent 
media watchdog to regulate media 
practices but this agency has never 
been formed.

Ownership will be a major hin-
drance to introducing reforms to 
Egyptian media, observers say. The 
government owns some television 
channels, newspapers and maga-
zines but the influence of state-run 
media is fading with the prolifera-
tion of privately owned newspa-
pers and channels.

Private media, these observers 
add, is here to defend the interests 
of their owners, even if doing so is 
against the public good.

Another problem facing media 
reform has to do with establishing 
the standards and backgrounds of 
media professionals. Almost any-
body can work as a journalist or TV 
host in Egypt. This is probably why 
lawyers, football players, retired 
police officers and actors and ac-
tresses are stepping into the media 
field and hosting programmes that 
influence millions of people.

“There is an urgent need for re-
thinking everything in this media 
scene, from the type of topics dis-
cussed to the lengths we can reach 
in discussing these topics,” Youssef 
said. “We cannot talk about sound 
media practices in the absence of 
ethics.”

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

Media in MENA

Mixed reviews. Egyptians watching a TV programme.

Political opponents 
are not the only 
victims of this 
media. Media ethics 
have taken a hit, too.

Hassan Abdel Zaher

Checkered media reform in Algeria
Rachid Tlemçani

Algiers

A 

s soon as he rose to 
prominence in 1999, 
Algerian President Ab-
delaziz Bouteflika an-
nounced he would lib-

eralise the media. This sector is 
viewed as very sensitive and highly 
strategic. The government’s image 
largely depends on the media be-
cause of a revolution in communi-
cations and media outlets.

Bouteflika in April 2011 an-
nounced a series of measures to 
liberalise various institutions. In 
January 2012, the National Assem-
bly passed the Code national de 
l’information (CNI), which was sup-
posed to replace the 1990 restrictive 
media law. The government consid-
ered the new measure a major step 
in advancing freedom of expression 
and speech in Algeria.

The long-awaited audiovisual bill 
has allowed for private broadcast-
ing in a confusing manner. The leg-
islation is hybrid, ambiguous. TV 
channels have to lease transponder 
space from regional satellite op-
erators in Amman or Beirut. While 
their offices are in Algiers, they 
have to broadcast from abroad.

Despite restrictions, TV stations 
have flourished overnight with 
more than 40 private channels. 
Only five channels have official ac-
creditation.

Private channels have rapidly 
succeeded in competing with state 
stations but they can be shut down 
any time. This was the case for El 
Watan TV most recently and Atlas 
TV during the 2014 presidential 
election campaign

The Algerian print media is well-
known in the MENA region for 

being one of the most outspoken 
against the government. There 
are more than 80 daily newspa-
pers, some of which do not leave 
the printing house. The newspa-
pers with the largest circulation 
are Ennahar (600,000), Echourouk 
(500,000) and El Khabar (400,000), 
all published in Arabic. In French, 
there is El Watan (200,000), which 
is seen as the elite tabloid. The gov-
ernment owns four newspapers 
with low circulation.

In total, around 2 million tabloid 
newspapers are sold every day. The 
print media can also be read online. 
Algerians do not read books very 
much but do read newspapers and 
watch TV news programmes. How-
ever, media restrictions and con-
straints are many.

The print media, which have 
been pluralistic in principle since 
the 1990s, continue to suffer from 
monopolistic practices. The gov-
ernment is in charge of printing and 
distributing newspapers across the 
country. El Watan and El Khabar are 
the only newspapers that have in-
vested in printing and distribution 
equipment to be independent from 
state pressures.

Articles 2 and 92 of the 2012 law 
make it practically impossible to 
cover any social, economic or po-
litical issue without risking retali-
ation, even though censorship, as 
such, does not exist in the texts.

The gathering of information is an 
activity “freely exercised”. Howev-
er, there are 12 catch-all conditions 
that should be respected, including 
national identity, defence and ex-
ternal issues, symbols of state and 
Muslim values. These restrictions 
also apply to the electronic media 
(Article 71).

The most crucial issue remains 
the official approval to set up a 
newspaper. It’s an uphill battle that 
must be undertaken in the maze of 

bureaucracy. It often takes several 
years and a lot of luck.

Advertising is the sword of Da-
mocles over the head of the print 
media and is the most efficient tool 
used to pressure Algerian media. 
State advertising is a major source 
of funding for the print media and 
television. Over the past years, 
state pressures have been exerted 
on newspapers that were critical on 
Bouteflika, his family and allies.

As a positive measure, the new 

bill abolishes prison sentences for 
media offences. This should have 
ended the threat to journalists 
stipulated in the criminal code. 
Fines should be paid instead of im-
prisonment. The fines are however 
disproportionate in regard to me-
dia budgets. Realpolitik therefore 
imposes self-censorship instead of 
bankruptcy. There is no journalist 
who wishes the closure of a  news-
paper. The criminal bill however 
maintains prison sentences for de-

faming individuals.
Media liberalisation has not con-

solidated the freedom of tone and 
speech. On the contrary, the new 
bill tends to lock the media space 
by changing the operating mode 
and the format. The security logic 
continues to prevail in a regionally 
difficult context.

Rachid Tlemçani teaches 
international and comparative 
politics in Algiers.

Free tone. An Algerian holds a French language newspaper.The long-awaited 
audiovisual bill has 
allowed for private 
broadcasting in a 
confusing manner.

In total, around 2 
million tabloid 
newspapers are sold 
every day. 
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Ankara faces off EU criticism over media

Istanbul

T 

he European Union accus-
es Turkey of turning its 
back on political reforms 
and increasing pressure 
on the media but the gov-

ernment in Ankara has shrugged off 
the criticism.

In its annual report on Turkey’s 
progress as a candidate to join the 
European Union, the European 
Commission slammed Ankara for 
a deterioration in the rule of law, 
human rights and freedom of the 
media. Ankara, which has been in-
volved in accession talks with the 
European Union since 2005 without 
much progress, responded by say-
ing the report was unbalanced.

“There was significant backslid-
ing in the areas of freedom of ex-
pression and freedom of assembly,” 
the report, released on November 
10th, said of developments in the 
previous 12 months. “Freedom 
of expression is frequently chal-
lenged, in particular through arbi-
trary and restrictive interpretation 
of the legislation, political pressure, 
dismissals and frequent court cases 
against journalists which also lead 
to self-censorship.”

The European Union renewed 
its concern about pressure on the 
media in Turkey after the arrests of 
journalists Can Dundar and Erdem 
Gur, who were sent into pretrial de-
tention for publishing a story about 
clandestine arms shipments from 
Turkey to Syrian rebels.

“A high number of arrests, hear-
ings, detentions, prosecutions as 
well as censorship cases and lay-
offs occurred, as the government 
maintained a strong pressure on 
media,” the Progess Report said. 
“Frequent threats and various types 
of intimidation from state and non-

state agents against journalists and 
media outlets continue to be an is-
sue of serious concern.”

Media institutions and govern-
ment critics risked prosecution 
by voicing opinions not shared by 
the government, the report added. 
“Criminal legislation on defama-
tion against the state, its institu-
tions, employees or other symbols 
of statehood is extensively used 
against journalists, lawyers and 
users of social media critical of the 
government and government offi-
cials.”

The EU report singled out a law 
threatening jail terms of up to four 
years for insulting the president and 
other officials, a regulation that, ac-
cording to critics, is increasingly be-
ing used by President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan to silence dissent. The Eu-
ropean Union said the law was “not 
in line” with the case law of the 
European Court of Human Rights, 
whose decisions Turkey is obliged 
to follow.

Ankara says investigations and 
court cases against journalists and 
media groups were matters for the 
judiciary and outside government 
control. Shortly before the report 
was published, state-appointed 
managers took over newspapers 
and television channels run by fol-
lowers of Fethullah Gulen, a Muslim 
cleric in the United States and a for-
mer Erdogan supporter who stands 
accused of plotting to bring down 
the president.

In a separate development, police 
detained two leading editors of the 
political magazine Nokta as they 
were preparing a front-page story 
saying that the success of Erdogan’s 
Justice and Development Party 
(AKP) in November 1st elections 
would be the start of a civil war in 
Turkey. The Nokta issue in question 
was never published. Turkish media 
reported that 13 radio and television 

channels belonging to the Gulen 
movement had been removed from 
Turkey’s Turksat satellite network.

Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet 
Davutoglu, speaking to CNN, said 
he was determined to defend press 
freedom and intellectual freedom 
as “red lines” in a democracy. But 
he added the Nokta story had noth-
ing to do with press freedom but 
was a clear “provocation”.

Turkey’s Ministry for EU Affairs 
accused the EU progress report of 
bias and hypocrisy. “Some of the 
comments in the report do not duly 
reflect Turkey’s reforms on these 
fields and are also unfair and exces-
sive,” the ministry said in a state-
ment. “Besides, such comments 
overlook the balance between 
freedom and security, which is a 
must for democracies where rule 

of law prevails. Assessments and 
comments based on generalisa-
tions on cases for which the judicial 
proceedings are ongoing primarily 
contradict the principle of the inde-
pendence of the judiciary.”

Media associations in Turkey, 
however, say Ankara is using sev-
eral instruments to stifle criticism. 
In a statement released during the 
Group of 20 summit in the southern 
Turkish resort of Antalya, five jour-
nalist groups said the government 
refused to grant accreditation to 
several opposition media.

Other government critics said 
that, while the EU report showed a 
worsening situation in their coun-
try, Brussels appeased Ankara by 
holding back the report until the 
November 1st elections. That move 
was seen as an effort by the Euro-

pean Union to avoid angering the 
government at a time when Europe 
needs Turkey’s cooperation to stem 
the flow of Syrian refugees to EU 
countries.

Yavuz Baydar, a prominent jour-
nalist who is critical of the govern-
ment, bemoaned “the apparent and 
disturbing timidity of the EU in its 
latest progress report”.

Writing in the Today’s Zaman 
newspaper, which is part of the Gu-
len media and rumoured to be the 
target of an impending takeover by 
the government, Baydar accused 
the European Union of being “blind-
ed by the ‘refugee flow’ into its ter-
ritory” and of stepping back consid-
erably “from its principled stand on 
the delivery of spot-on judgments”. 
The European Union was damaging 
its own credibility, he added.

Media in MENA

Thomas Seibert

A demonstrator holds a newspaper with the headline “Black day for the press” during a protest 
outside the Cumhuriyet newspaper headquarters in Istanbul, Turkey, on November 27th.

Police detained two 
leading editors of 
the political 
magazine Nokta.

Brussels appeased 
Ankara by holding 
back the report until 
the November 1st 
elections.

The declining standards of Lebanese media
Samar Kadi

Beirut

L 

ebanese media, long con-
sidered the Arab world’s 
most vocal and profession-
al, have declined tremen-
dously in terms of freedom 

and balanced coverage, journalists 
here say.

The consequences of war, eco-
nomic and financial hardships, po-
litical rivalries and antagonism have 
left their marks on the standard of 
journalists’ professionalism, objec-
tive reporting and critical analysis 
for which the Lebanese media had 
been acclaimed.

“It is definitely no longer in its 
golden age,” veteran journalist 
Amin Kammourieh said. “We have 
entered a phase of the provocative 
media, one that fuelled hatred and 
animosity at the expense of cred-
ibility and authenticity.”

“Loyalties (of journalists) are be-
ing purchased, media is sponsored 
by political money to represent 
views of sponsors and journalists 
are now more than ever restricted 
by editorial lines at the cost of pro-
fessionalism,” added Kammourieh, 
a senior writer at Lebanon’s leading 
An Nahar newspaper.

Lebanon’s long history of a pro-
fessional and vibrant media was 
largely linked to political changes 
in the region, according to former 
managing director and senior col-
umnist at the main As Safir news-
paper, Sateh Noureddine. He is now 
director of al-Modon online news-
paper.

“Lebanon’s was not the only lib-
eral and free media in the region. 
In the ‘50s, the media in Egypt and 
Iraq, and even in Syria, were quite 
outspoken and professional,” he 
said. “But with the revolutions that 
brought the Nasserites in Egypt 
and the Ba’ath regimes in Iraq and 
Syria muzzling the press, Lebanon 
became the hub for regional media 
and was enriched by the influx of 
Arab journalists from these coun-
tries.”

Lebanon had provided an oasis 
of freedom of expression for the re-
gion, where journalists had leeway 
to engage in critical and investiga-
tive reporting about regional and 

Arab issues essentially without be-
ing threatened.

Still, Lebanon never had a “totally 
independent” media, according to 
Noureddine. He said political money 
has always been in the arena and 
local newspapers have always had 
some sort of foreign sponsorship 
and funding from Arab regimes but 
this did not stop them from being 
critical and outspoken even about 
their sponsors.

Kammourieh acknowledged the 
existence of “a fair degree of media 
independence” in the past. “The me-
dia knew how to impose their own 
terms… A newspaper that received 
funding from Libya, for example, did 

not exactly polish Libya’s image but 
used to tackle sensitive issues that 
did not necessarily serve its spon-
sor’s interests… This margin of free-
dom no longer exists.”

“In general, there was a leeway 
of freedom in Lebanon more than 
in neighbouring countries. It was in 
fact a playground for the media, a 
mouthpiece for lot of regional politi-
cal systems and regimes, exposing 
whatever ideas they had,” journal-
ist and director of Media Unlimited 
Magda Abu-Fadil observed.

Finding consistent examples of 
professional journalism in main-
stream media today is much more 
difficult, as extreme polarisation 
and politicisation of the media land-
scape in Lebanon since the start of 
the 1975-90 civil war has heavily af-
fected professional standards and 
quality of Lebanese media, Abu-
Fadil said.

“The media is being used as a 
weapon to get at opposite factions 
and whoever was on the wrong 
side,” she said.

With the “explosion” in the num-
ber of media outlets sponsored by 
political parties, professional jour-
nalism is increasingly marginalised 
and lost in a sea of biased and sen-
sational reporting, Abu-Fadil noted.

Poorer teaching of media studies 
and skills, which suffered immense-
ly during the war, is also blamed for 
declining standards.

“We haven’t had any properly 
equipped schools of journalism or 
faculty members who came from 
good media background with field 
experiences to share with their stu-
dents… what we have is people hold-
ing PhDs in media studies, who nev-

er worked in a newsroom or in the 
field… Eventually they are graduat-
ing functional illiterates,” Abu-Fadil 
said.

Economic hardship, in addition 
to war and insecurity, were among 
other factors leading to the slide in 
professional journalism in Lebanon. 
“The middle cadre of competent 
journalists who used to transmit 
their knowledge and experience to 
newcomers to the profession gradu-
ally left the country swelling the 
ranks of emerging Gulf media, which 
offered attractive financial incen-
tives,” Kammourieh said.

“The media in Lebanon were prac-
tically left in the hands of inexperi-
enced young journalists and the old 
veterans at the top of the pyramid… 
and with time the veterans passed 
away. Also, the social and financial 
conditions of journalists have wors-
ened a lot, which made them vulner-
able to bribe and political money.”

For Noureddine, today’s media 
in Lebanon are more of “advanced 
fronts and missile launching plat-
forms” in political battles pitting 
rival political camps than anything 
else.

Despite the existence of some 
“good examples of ethical and pro-
fessional journalists,” Abu-Fadil is as 
pessimistic.

“I would like to see a glimmer of 
hope but with the way the country is 
heading, I am not terribly optimistic. 
We definitely had people in the past 
who took their jobs seriously, for 
whom it was more than a job, but a 
mission and dedication.”

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society sections editor.

Beirut newspapers bearing the headlines of the deadly Paris 
attacks.
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T 

he failure to win seats in 
parliamentary elections 
may sound the death 
knell for dozens of Egyp-
tian political parties, ana-

lysts said.
A group of three political parties 

won most of the seats in the Egyp-
tian elections in October and No-
vember, leaving the rest of Egypt’s 
112 political parties without a voice 
in the legislature.

“This means that some political 
parties will totally disappear from 
this country’s political map,” said 
Essam Sheha, a veteran of Egyp-
tian liberal politics. “What makes 
this more likely is that these par-
ties do not have any support on the 
streets.”

A coalition backing Egyptian 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi won 
the 120 seats specified for political 
parties in the elections. The coali-
tion included al-Wafd, Free Egyp-
tians and Country’s Future parties. 
The three parties also won 37% of 
the seats specified for independ-
ents in the first phase of the polls 
before taking most of independ-
ents’ seats in the second phase.

That left almost all other political 
parties without seats.

“We are talking about political 
parties that have nothing but their 
own headquarters,” said Tarek 
Fahmi, a political science professor 
from Cairo University. “They do not 
have any following on the streets.”

Before the 2011 revolution, there 
were fewer than 20 political par-
ties in Egypt. Most of those parties 
lacked public support, except for 
al-Wafd, a party that dominated po-
litical life before the 1952 coup that 
ended the Egyptian monarchy.

A political party committee, ap-
pointed by long-ruling president 
Hosni Mubarak, made the forma-
tion of political parties nearly im-
possible. After Mubarak stepped 
down during the 2011 revolution, a 
sense of empowerment permeated 
political circles, emboldening revo-
lutionary youths to form parties. 
The army council, which took over 

after Mubarak, encouraged party 
formation, resulting in a surge to 
more than 100 political parties.

Something was missing though. 
Most party founders apparently 
forgot they needed to have popu-
larity on the streets, which meant 
that most of the political parties 
barely existed beyond a name.

Now there are calls for limiting 
the formation of political parties to 
groups that are endorsed by at least 
20,000 people.

Most of the seats in parliament 
will be held by pro-Sisi legislators, 
meaning there will be little opposi-
tion inside parliament for the next 
five years.

“This can result in the emergence 

of street opposition through the for-
mation of protest movements like 
the ones formed during Mubarak’s 
last years in office,” Sheha said.

Several protest movements ap-
peared during the last years of 
Mubarak’s rule to make up for the 
absence of real party opposition but 
most of the members of the move-
ments are in jail.

In late 2013, Egypt applied the 
Protest and Peaceful Assembly 

Law, which makes it necessary for 
protest organisers to get permission 
from the authorities before stag-
ing street protests. There is grow-
ing pressure for the government to 
abolish the law and allow peaceful 
assembly on the streets.

Some observers pin their hopes 
on the Salafists to oppose the 
government in parliament. The 
Salafists are the only Islamists in 
parliament after the Muslim Broth-
erhood was almost wiped out of 
Egypt’s political life.

The Brotherhood, which used to 
be Egypt’s largest Islamist move-
ment, is reeling from the effects of a 
crackdown by the authorities since 
the army’s July 2013 overthrow of 

Muhammad Morsi, the movement’s 
party chief who became president 
in June 2012. Morsi is in jail facing 
charges of inciting murder and es-
pionage. Almost all movement and 
party activists are also imprisoned 
and face similar charges. Brother-
hood members and backers large-
ly boycotted the parliamentary 
elections and refused to back the 
Salafists, accusing them of support-
ing Morsi’s overthrow by the army.

“The Salafists and the leftists 
have less than 3% of the seats of 
parliament,” Fahmi said. “Can 
these two groups influence deci-
sion-making in the legislature with 
less than 3% of its seats? I really do 
not think so.”

Elections are changing Egypt’s political map
Hassan Abdel Zaher

A man casts his vote at a polling station in Toukh, north-east of Cairo, Egypt, on December 1st.

There will be little 
opposition inside 
parliament for the 
next five years.

Cairo

T 

ensions have increased 
between Egypt and Su-
dan since the killing of six 
Sudanese migrants who 
were trying to cross from 

Egypt into Israel. Egyptian and Su-
danese analysts said those stresses 
are only the tip of the iceberg.

The Egyptian army said on No-
vember 23rd its troops killed six 
Sudanese nationals who were try-
ing to enter Israel from the Sinai 
peninsula.

Sinai has served as a transit area 
into Israel for African migrants for 
years but the recent killings led to 
calls by Sudanese legislators to sev-
er relations with Egypt. They are 
also demanding an official apology 
from Cairo.

A few days earlier, a Sudanese 
citizen was reported to have been 
tortured at an Egyptian jail. Foot-
age broadcast by Qatari news chan-
nel Al Jazeera, which pursues an 
editorial policy critical of Egypt, 
showed marks of physical torture 
on the man.

Political observers in Cairo said 
the “sensational” reaction in Su-
dan’s media and at parliament 
to the killing of the six Sudanese 
nationals is a symptom of deeper 
tensions between Cairo and Khar-
toum.

“The new regime in Egypt views 
with scepticism the Islamist-led re-
gime of Omar al-Bashir in Sudan,” 

said Amani el-Tawel, an expert on 
Egyptian-African relations from 
local think-tank Ahram Centre 
for Political and Strategic Studies. 
“Both regimes follow two different 
and irreconcilable political ideolo-
gies.”

Since becoming president in 
2013, Egyptian President Abdel Fat-
tah al-Sisi has ferociously cracked 
down on the Muslim Brotherhood, 
Egypt’s biggest Islamist organisa-
tion, which received support from 
Qatar and Turkey.

Al-Bashir’s regime has especially 
strong ties with Qatar and Turkey.

However, the differences be-
tween Egypt and Sudan — coun-
tries bound together by the Nile 
river and shared history — seem to 
be more than just ideological dif-
ferences between the two rulers.

Cairo has been looking with 
suspicion at the role played by 
Khartoum in Libya, which has de-
scended from revolution to total 
lawlessness since the overthrow 
of long-standing leader Muammar 
Qaddafi in 2011.

Libya’s Egypt-backed legitimate 
government has accused Sudan of 
delivering arms to Islamist militias.

“Khartoum has been playing a 
very negative role in Libya by pro-
viding the country’s militias with 
arms,” Tawel said. “This has had 
negative effects on Egypt’s security 
as well.”

Egypt said the guns given to Lib-
ya’s militants often end up being 
used against troops and policemen 
in Sinai and on the western border 
with Libya. Turmoil in Libya forced 
Cairo to increase security along its 
border with Libya, further exhaust-
ing Egypt’s overstretched military.

A disputed border triangle also 
continues to strain relations be-
tween Egypt and Sudan. Sudan 
says the Halayeb triangle was oc-
cupied by Egypt but Cairo says 
the area is Egyptian territory and 
refuses to discuss the issue with 
Khartoum.

Sudanese Foreign Minister Ibra-
him Ghandour recently said Sudan 
had filed a complaint with the UN 
Security Council against Egypt 
over the disputed region.

Ruqaya Abdel Kadir, a Sudanese 
dissident living in Cairo, said al-Ba-
shir provokes tension with Egypt 
over the triangle every now and 
then to deflect attention from the 
economic and political failures of 
his regime.

“In this way, the disputed ter-
ritory acts like a lifeboat for this 
man [al-Bashir],” Abdel Kadir said. 
“Al-Bashir’s government has failed 
at every level at home, while its in-
ternational isolation increases day 
after day.”

In recent months, Cairo has 

grown more sceptical of Khartoum 
because of what Egyptians call the 
latter’s lack of cooperation on a 
multibillion-dollar hydroelectric 
dam built by Ethiopia on the Nile, 
virtually Egypt’s only source of wa-
ter.

Egypt is concerned that the dam, 
which is about 40% complete, 
would significantly keep Nile water 
away from it, aggravating its water 
shortages.

Egypt, Sudan and Ethiopia have 
been involved in technical negotia-
tions over the dam for four-and-a-
half years but the talks have pro-
duced nothing. The feeling grows 
in Cairo that Khartoum is taking 
sides with Addis Ababa against 
Egypt’s demand that the dam be 
designed in a way that does not 
harm it.

Local newspapers recently quot-
ed unnamed Arab sources who said 
that al-Bashir made his mediation 
between Egypt and Ethiopia over 
the dam conditional on Egypt ced-
ing the Halayeb triangle to Sudan, 
giving credence to the Egyptian 
view that he is not an honest broker 
in the negotiations with Ethiopia.

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

Egypt, Sudan tensions stocked by border incident
Amr Emam

Not joining hands now. Sudanese President Omar al-Bashir, (C), 
Egyptian President Abdel-Fattah al-Sisi, (L), and Ethiopian Prime 
Minister Hailemariam Desalegn, (R), hold hands after signing an 
agreement on sharing water from the Nile River, in Khartoum, 
Sudan, last March.

Cairo has been 
looking with 
suspicion at the role 
played by Khartoum 
in Libya.
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H 

oussem Abdelli was a 
27-year-old high school 
dropout selling almond 
cakes from a cart, try-
ing to eke out a living 

just like dozens of other young men 
in his working-class neighbour-
hood of Tunis.

That is until he killed himself by 
setting off a bomb on a bus carry-
ing Tunisian presidential guards 
on November 24th, killing 12 and 
wounding 20 others.

It was the latest in a series of ter-
ror attacks carried out by young 
Tunisians turning to an interpreta-
tion of Islam seemingly only bent 
on destruction.

The two highest profile attacks 
in Tunisia targeted foreign tour-
ists at the Bardo National Museum 
in March and the beach resort of 
Sousse in June. But Abdelli’s sui-
cide bombing killed only Tunisians.

Adbelli was known in his Douar 
Hicher neighbourhood as some-
one who used to crack jokes, play 
football and go on drinking binges 
with friends, sometimes in a haze 
of hashish smoke. But after radical 
imams descended on the area, Ab-
delli quickly changed from a rowdy 
youth to an Islamic State (ISIS) sui-
cide bomber.

“He was my next-door neigh-
bour. He was good football player. 
He was joyful and quite talkative. 
He would connect readily with oth-
er people,” said Noumen, also 27.

Noumen asked to not be fully 
named for fear of reprisals.

“His death as a suicide bomber is 
the obvious life outcome for many 
young people here. They led life 
with no hope to get a decent job, 
get married and have their own 
home. Other similar tragedies are 
in the pipeline,” said Sabri Hamdi, 
another neighbour of Abdelli and 
a local official of the main ruling 
Nidaa Tounes (Tunisia’s Call) par-
ty.

Sabri, the 32-year-old owner of 
a small enterprise, said he strived 
with other residents to alert au-
thorities to the pervasive unem-
ployment, drugs and crime that 
leave few alternatives for youths 
such as Abdelli to stay away from 

radical Islamists.
“With no jobs, no bride, no future 

to look forward to, radical imams 
stamped tightly on their torment-
ed minds that they will win big in 
heaven,” he added.

Noumen said Abdelli was among 
the first of his neighbours to be 
swayed by Salafist imams who ad-
vocate an extremely puritanical vi-
sion of life.

“The preachers came from other 
parts of town early in 2011. Their 
ranks swelled the following year 
as they were joined by recruiters, 
charity organisers and sharia police 
groups,” he noted.

Economic disenfranchisement 
and frustration with government 
policies led many youths in the 
neighbourhood to drugs and crime. 
Others headed to the mosques.

At first, the stricter religious life-
style brought positive effects to the 
area.

“The imams stepped up their 
sermons in mosques but also in 
the street and during social events. 

They led volunteers to collect rub-
bish,” Noumen said.

“Gangs performing sharia police 
work cleaned the streets of crimi-
nals and drug dealers. Mothers, 
fathers and most people — myself 
included — were grateful.”

Providing a personal example, 
he said: “One night, I was walking 
home from work. Young criminals 
beat me and took my computer. 
There were no regular police to turn 
to but the sharia police were quick 
to act. Through connections, in-
cluding criminals and former crimi-
nals, they brought my computer 
back within hours.”

The imams and the converts 
around them from the neighbour-
hood handed out food, clothing 
and other aid to the poor.

“They appeared to dominate the 
streets and the hearts and minds of 
the population as no one else did. 
The vacuum left by the state was 
glaring. And political elites were 
embroiled in new power struggles,” 
noted Noumen, who was among 
the few young men in the neigh-
bourhood to earn a university de-
gree and obtain a decent job.

The newcomers’ power in the 
neighbourhood was made plain 
when thousands of youths from 
Douar Hicher joined a violent 
march towards the US embassy in 
Tunis in September 2012.

Salafist-inspired mobs set fire to 
the embassy and the nearby Ameri-
can school. As in other Arab coun-
tries, protests against a film trailer 
seen as disparaging to Muslims 
turned violent when demonstra-
tions were hijacked by radical Is-
lamists.

The events were viewed by Tu-
nisians as a sudden escalation of 
Salafist violence from thuggish at-
tempts at imposing a puritanical 
moral code. The Salafists’ strategy 
changed and they launched a total 
jihadist onslaught, including at-
tacks on tourist sites and the mur-
der of security forces.

Tunisian Defence Minister Farhat 
Horchani told parliament recently 
that Abdelli, by killing presidential 
guards, had “brought a new mes-
sage that must be well understood”.

“The attack targeted the state 
and its powers at the heart of the 
capital, not far away from the Inte-
rior Ministry headquarters and hit 
presidential guards,” he said. ISIS 
claimed responsibility for Abdelli’s 
bombing, as it did with the Bardo 
and Sousse attacks where some 60 
people, most of them foreign tour-
ists, were killed.

All three attacks were carried 
out by Tunisians apparently radi-
calised at home and trained in ji-
hadist camps in Libya. More than 
3,000 Tunisians are fighting for ISIS 
or other militant groups in Iraq, 
Syria and Libya. About 500 have 
returned to the country where the 
government said they were being 
closely monitored.

Authorities said Abdelli had been 
arrested before on suspicion of ji-
hadist ties but was released for lack 
of evidence. The missed oppor-
tunity to stop the suicide bomber 
shows how delicate the task of se-
curity agencies is as they struggle to 
prevent attacks and try to stem the 
jihadists’ gradual encroachment.

“They are a normal family. Their 
son appeared nice and well-man-
nered with a soft voice and never 

cursing or uttering hoarse words 
unlike many youths here. He is 
gone leaving his mother and fa-
ther suffering,” said Naima Mejri, a 
housewife and a neighbour of the 
Abdellis.

Local analysts argue that radi-
cal Islamists took advantage of the 
upheaval that followed the 2011 
popular uprising which toppled the 
regime of Tunisian strongman Zine 
el-Abidine Ben Ali and built support 
networks in Tunis and other cities.

They also launched an armed 

insurgency in the country’s moun-
tains close to Algeria’s border with 
the help of seasoned Algerian Is-
lamist rebels.

“A friend met Abdelli just days 
before the bombing. He found him 
behaving strangely. He was talk-
ing like a disturbed man about the 
afterworld and life in heaven,” said 
Noumen. He noted Abdelli’s life 
followed the same pattern as many 
former friends and neighbours who 
first joined the Salafists and then 
the jihadists.

“They would disappear for 
months without telling you lat-
er where they had been. When 
pressed, they try to change the sub-
ject of the discussion to something 
else. But for most of us, it was an 
open secret since we guessed they 
had been either in Libya or in the 
Tunisian mountains for training,” 
Noumen said.

Most of there young men do not 

pray anymore in the same mosques. 
Many meet and live in safe houses 
scattered across Tunis to avoid po-
lice detection.

“The money flow also points to 
another pattern common to most 
new Salafists during the past five 
years. They change from being 
penniless to leading high-income 
middle-class lives. They then can af-
ford to marry and pay upfront the 
wedding expenses. You can see eas-
ily they are receiving good money 
from somewhere,” Noumen said.

Abdelli’s family had moved from 
Douar Hicher to the nearby Mni-
hla area in recent months, Noumen 
said. Since the attack, they have 
moved again, leaving the onlookers 
and television crews outside their 
old house.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in  Tunis. He has 
covered North Africa for decades.

The life and death 
of a Tunisian 
suicide bomber
Lamine Ghanmi

Street vendors in Douar Hicher where Houssem Abdelli lived.

Attacks were carried 
out by Tunisians 
apparently 
radicalised at home 
and trained in 
jihadist camps in 
Libya.
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After radical imams 
descended on the 
area, Abdelli quickly 
changed from a 
rowdy youth to an 
Islamic State (ISIS) 
suicide bomber.

“With no jobs, no 
bride, no future to 
look forward to, 
radical imams 
stamped tightly on 
their tormented 
minds that they will 
win big in heaven”.
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A 

rab states, in particular 
Gulf Cooperation Coun-
cil (GCC) members, 
are among the highest 
spenders on defence 

in the world, either in per capita 
terms or as a percentage of gross 
domestic product (GDP). Accord-
ing to the Stockholm International 
Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), 
the GCC had a combined defence 
expenditure of $113 billion in 2014.

Saudi Arabia represents almost 
60% of the combined GCC defence 
expenditures, which is close to 
10% of its GDP and nearly double 
its $48.5 billion defence expendi-
ture in 2011, according to SIPRI.

Following the drastic slump in 
oil prices, with low prices forecast 
to remain until at least 2017, there 
has been widespread speculation 
on the implications for defence 
budgets in the GCC.

Austerity measures in the West 
following the economic downturn 
led to severe cutbacks in defence 
spending. Strict new guidelines 
were issued to militaries, includ-
ing a number of controversial di-

rectives cancelling major contracts 
and the downsizing of others, such 
as with the F-35 Joint Strike Fighter 
Lightning II.

In contrast, Saudi Arabia has cut 
defence and security expenditures 
once since 2000, despite heavy 
exposure to the price of oil. More 
importantly than historical prec-
edence, however, Arab states find 
themselves in the front line of es-
calating military conflicts, such as 
in Yemen and Syria, and are fac-
ing a barrage of emerging hybrid 
threats that require, at least in part, 
an effective military response.

For now, the focus of defence 
budgets has temporarily turned to 
operations and support (O&S) for 
the Saudi-led coalition engaged in 
Yemen. O&S costs include expens-
es for personnel, infrastructure, 
supplies, information systems and 
any services associated with op-
erating, modifying, maintaining, 
supplying and supporting a system 
in the inventory.

Since operations in Yemen be-
gan, expendables have become 
depleted and, according to Heidi 
Grant, deputy under secretary of 
the US Air Force, the demand for 
weapons by the Saudi-led coalition 
has exceeded the US industry’s ca-
pacity to meet.

The United States is in the midst 
of clearing the sale of more than 
10,000 advanced air-to-ground 
munitions for Saudi Arabia worth 
an estimated $1.29 billion to re-
plenish Saudi inventories of a vari-
ety of laser-guided bombs (LGBs), 
general-purpose bombs, penetra-
tor warheads and fuses. Similarly, 
the UAE and other GCC partners, 

which have performed major roles 
in the military campaign in Yemen, 
also need to replenish stocks.

Although precise figures are not 
available, high-tempo operations, 
such as those in Yemen, take a 
toll on equipment — aircraft, vehi-
cles, communications equipment, 
etc. — which requires more main-
tenance and spare parts that can 
be difficult and costly to service, 
given the short turnaround times 
required by field commanders.

However, ageing and over-
worked equipment needs not only 
more frequent and accelerated 
maintenance but helps militaries 
identify and prioritise later pro-
curements to either replace it or, 
more importantly in the Middle 
East context, to plug capability 
gaps that the operations demon-
strate to the military leadership.

For the time being, various ma-
jor procurements have been put on 
hold by Arab states as many focus 

on the largest military operations 
they have ever executed.

Still, major procurements have 
not stopped altogether. In Novem-
ber, the UAE placed a $1.27 billion 
order with Saab for two Erieye air-
borne early warning and control 
(AEW&C) aircraft, and announced 
procurement plans for the AW609 
tilt-rotor search-and-rescue air-
craft.

In September, Kuwait agreed to 
buy two squadrons of Eurofighter 
Typhoons and is expected to pro-
cure additional F/A-18 Super Hor-
net fighter-bombers. The Royal 
Bahraini Air Force is gearing up to 
place orders for various new air-
craft within the next 18 months as 
well.

 Egypt, which recently acquired 
the two Mistral-class amphibious 
ships (LHDs) that France had origi-
nally built for Russia, is planning to 
receive 50 Russian Ka-52 Alligator 
reconnaissance and attack helicop-

ters.
Defence operates in an environ-

ment characterised by inherent 
complexity and uncertainty and 
the fact that Arab states recognise 
the criticality of ensuring opera-
tional readiness for a wide spec-
trum of missions means defence 
expenditures will remain at the 
elevated levels.

The winding down of operations 
in Yemen and Syria, when the time 
comes, is almost certainly going 
to be followed by major procure-
ments that will drive defence ex-
penditures by Arab states higher, 
rather than signal defence spend-
ing cuts.

Sabahat Khan is based in Dubai 
and maintains a cross-disciplinary 
focus in international security, 
defence policy and strategic 
issues. He is an alumnus of Royal 
Holloway, King’s College London 
and Cranfield University.

Why defence 
expenditures by 
Arab states can 
only rise
Sabahat Khan

File picture of Saudi Royal Air Force jets performing at the Riyadh military airport.

The US is in the 
midst of clearing the 
sale of more than 
10,000 advanced  
air-to-ground 
munitions for Saudi 
Arabia.
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I 

ran is expected to receive the 
first advanced S-300 air de-
fence missile systems it is buy-
ing from Russia by the end 
of the year. The Islamic Re-

public’s adversaries view the sys-
tems’ deployment as a major game 
changer that will significantly alter 
the regional military balance and 
make any air assault on its nuclear 
facilities far more hazardous.

But what is probably more alarm-
ing to the Americans, Iran’s Arabian 
Gulf neighbours and to Israel is that 
the version of the missiles Tehran 
will be getting has a range of 200 
km, meaning the Islamic Republic 
will be able to project its power well 
beyond its borders.

“We will acquire a large portion 
of the systems by the end of the 
year,” Iranian Defence Minister 
Hossein Dehghan told Iranian state 
television on November 10th.

It is understood that Moscow 
agreed to provide Iran with at least 
five S-300 batteries under a long-
delayed $800 million contract 
signed in 2007. But the Russians, 
under pressure from the United 
States and Israel, shelved the deal, 
supposedly to comply with a UN 
arms embargo.

Then in April, shortly after a 
framework agreement between 

US-led global powers and Iran that 
would curtail Tehran’s nuclear pro-
gramme in return for lifting tough 
economic sanctions, Russian Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin decided to re-
vive the sale.

A final nuclear agreement does 
not impede arms sales to Tehran. 
Israel sees that accord as Iranian 
manoeuvre that will free billions of 
dollars in frozen accounts to fund 
Iranian military expansion and its 
ambition to become the region’s 
paramount power.

In this regard, Israeli Prime Min-
ister Binyamin Netanyahu is press-
ing the administration of US Presi-
dent Barack Obama to compensate 
Israel with a massive increase in 
military aid from the current $3.1 
billion a year to $5 billion.

This includes up to 50 radar-
evading F-35 Joint Strike Fighters 
and advanced precision guided 
munitions to ensure the Jewish 
state’s “qualitative military edge” 
— QME — over its regional rivals 
that the United States has pledged 
to maintain. The F-35 is consid-
ered the only combat jet capable of 
countering the S-300.

The S-300 is a mobile surface-
to-air missile system that couples 
powerful radar with high-speed, 
long-range missiles. It can track 
dozens of targets simultaneously 
and can shoot down aircraft or mis-
siles over an area up to a range of 
200 km and an altitude of 27,000 
metres.

US and other Western forces 
have trained to counter the S-300 
for years and developed a healthy 
respect for what they deem to be a 
lethal and accurate weapons sys-
tem.

In May, Israeli Air Force F-16I 

jets, which Netanyahu has threat-
ened to unleash in pre-emptive 
strikes against Iran’s nuclear facili-
ties, tested evasion tactics against 
Greek S-300PMU-1 systems on 
Crete during joint exercises with 
the Hellenic Air Force.

The S-300 will plug a dangerous 
gap in Iran’s air defence network, 
which since the early days of the 
Islamic Republic following the 1979 
overthrow of Shah Mohammad 
Reza Pahlavi, a long-time US ally, 
has steadily eroded due to Western 
arms embargoes, as has the poten-

cy of its air force, now largely com-
posed of ageing or obsolete aircraft.

This has allowed the United 
States and its allies considerable 
freedom of action in Gulf skies, 
leaving Iran extremely vulnerable 
to attack and, just as important, 
observation from the air. The S-300 
will change that.

The United States, in particular, 
is capable of defeating the S-300 in 
combat, but such operations will 
be more difficult and will require 
much larger air, sea and land forces 
than hitherto, and will undoubted-

ly be more costly in terms of losses 
in aircraft and aircrew than they 
would have been before.

The S-300s will likely be de-
ployed as the first line of defence 
for Iran’s nuclear facilities spread 
out around the vast country and 
which have close-in air defences 
that include Russia’s short-range 
TOR-M1.

This system is highly effective 
against precision-guided weapons 
such as cruise missiles. According 
to a June assessment by military 
analyst Patrick Megahan and Irani-
an researcher Behnam Ben Taleblu 
of the Foundation for the Defense 
of Democracies in Washington, 
“Along with the S-300, the TOR-M1 
is mobile, making it difficult to both 
locate and destroy.”

Once the S300s are deployed, US 
or Israeli support aircraft in any at-
tacks such as aerial refuelling tank-
ers, electronic warfare aircraft for 
jamming defence systems and sur-
veillance and reconnaissance air-
craft would become vulnerable for 
the first time.

The S-300s, therefore, will give 
Iran “much more than just deter-
rent capabilities”, Megahan and 
Taleblu noted. “Should an S-300 
battery be placed on Iran’s southern 
coast, Tehran could quickly detect 
American or allied aircraft taking 
off from local bases” in the Arab 
monarchies.

“Not only would most modern 
strike aircraft be vulnerable to de-
tection and engagement far before 
reaching Iranian shores, the S-300 
would allow Iran offensive capaci-
ties beyond its air space, which 
could include harassing non-hos-
tile aircraft flying over neighbour-
ing countries.”

Russia’s sale of S-300 missiles systems to Iran is a game changer
Ed Blanche

Cadets next to a Russian surface-to-air missile system S-300 PMU 
during a military exhibition in Saint Petersburg, Russia.

The version of the 
missiles Tehran will 
be getting has a 
range of 200 km.
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Obama and Hollande not 
on the same page
Amal Mudallali

Washington

D 

uring his news confer-
ence with US President 
Barack Obama at the 
White House, French 
President François Hol-

lande underscored the urgency that 
France feels towards fighting terror-
ism and finding a solution for Syria 
following the terrorist attacks on 
Paris.

“There is a new mindset now,” 
Hollande said November 24th. “The 
risk is everywhere due to Daesh. 
We therefore must act,” the French 
leader said using an Arabic term for 
the Islamic State (ISIS).

Hollande’s words were directed 
at his American hosts as much as at 
others and they reflected the frus-
tration and disappointment among 
the French about what they see as 
US reluctance to do more.

According to Joseph Bahout, a 
visiting scholar at the Carnegie En-
dowment for International Peace 
who formerly served in the French 
Foreign Ministry, French frustra-
tion with US caution to be more ac-
tive in the war against ISIS was the 

key message Hollande carried to 
the White House. The second mes-
sage was that the anti-ISIS coalition 
needs to be more assertive on the 
ground. US talk about “containing” 
ISIS has left America’s allies “frus-
trated”, Bahout said.

Obama emphasised “unity of pur-
pose” with France. He said he had 
met his advisers and put together a 
plan to accelerate and advance the 
pressure that can be put on ISIS. 
“We intend to execute these plans,” 
Obama said. He did not elaborate on 
these plans.

Obama did, however, call on the 
European Union to “finally imple-
ment the agreement that has been 
long in the works that would require 
airlines to share passenger infor-
mation, so we can do more to stop 
foreign terrorists from entering our 
countries undetected”.

The US president agreed with Hol-
lande that Russia could play a more 
constructive role if it were to shift 
focus to defeating ISIS. He said he 
considered the Vienna process “the 
best way to bring peace to Syria” 
and said it “requires active Russian 
support for a ceasefire and a politi-
cal transition away from Assad to a 
democratically elected government 
that can unite the Syrian people 
against terrorism”.

Obama’s words did not reflect 
the same urgency that Hollande ex-
pressed when he said: “We need a 
joint response, an implacable joint 
response. France and the US stand-
ing together to bring that joint re-

sponse.”
The French president announced 

that he and Obama agreed to “scale 
up our strikes both in Syria and 
in Iraq, to broaden our scope, to 
strengthen our intelligence sharing 
regarding the targets we must aim 
at”.

Bahout said the French were very 
disappointed by what they heard 
at the White House. They saw that 
Obama was sticking to his original 
discourse and showed no indication 
or willingness to change, even in the 
wake of the horrific attacks in Paris.

“Besides the technical issues, 
such as better intelligence coordi-
nation, nothing has changed in the 
fundamentals on the Syria issue,” 
Bahout said. “The Obama admin-
istration is still convinced it is on 
the right track, still believes that 
Vienna will lead to a political solu-
tion through working with the Rus-
sians.”

This also is the French policy. 
Hollande announced at the White 
House that he was planning to tell 
Russian President Vladimir Putin 
that “France can work together with 
Russia if Russia concentrates its mil-
itary action on Daesh, against ISIS 
and if Russia commits to the politi-
cal solution in Syria. We do not want 

to exclude anyone.”
The problem with the US and 

French positions is that both are 
banking on the good will of the Rus-
sians to guarantee the success of 
the political process in Syria. So far 
Putin has not shown that he will be 

charitable in giving the West any 
concessions when he knows he does 
not have to do so, and nobody will, 
or can, make him do that.

Amal Mudallali is a Washington
correspondent for The Arab Weekly.

Obama’s words did 
not reflect the same 
urgency that 
Hollande expressed.

US President Barack Obama (R) and French President François 
Hollande at the White House, on November 24th.

Washington sticks with ISIS policy despite mounting criticism
Gregory Aftandilian

Washington

A 

lthough his tone is 
tougher and his words 
sharper, US President 
Barack Obama seems 
wedded to his strategy 

to fight the Islamic State (ISIS) that 
his Republican critics, his former 
secretary of State and a majority of 
Americans say is insufficient.

During a visit to several Asian 
countries after the Paris terrorist at-
tacks, Obama said the effort against 
ISIS would remain a “multi-year 
task” that requires diplomacy and 
an effort to build up local forces. He 
pledged that ISIS would ultimately 
be defeated.

Hosting French President Fran-
çois Hollande at the White House 
on November 24th, Obama tough-
ened his rhetoric, referring to ISIS 
as a “barbaric terrorist group” that 
has a “murderous ideology” and 
said it “must be destroyed”.

Obama also mentioned recent 
gains against ISIS on the ground 
and said he was looking for ways 
to “accelerate” them by calling on 
more members of the anti-ISIS coa-
lition to boost their contribution.

But with the French president at 
his side, Obama did not indicate 
any change in his administration’s 
strategy, which remains ordering 
air strikes against ISIS forces, pro-
viding logistics support and send-
ing 50 US Special Forces members 
to Syria to help Syrian Kurds and 
some Arab tribes take offensive ac-
tion against ISIS’s capital of Raqqa. 
The Pentagon is also training the 
Iraqi Army to retake key Iraqi cities.

US Vice-President Joe Biden 
recently convened a meeting in 
Washington that included foreign 
diplomats whose countries are part 
of the anti-ISIS coalition. Biden 
reportedly called on the coalition 

countries to intensify anti-ISIS ef-
forts to include air strikes in Syria 
and Iraq. After the meeting, the 
State Department’s envoy to the co-
alition, Brett McGurk, emphasised 
the need for the coalition to coordi-
nate “efforts and pressures” against 
ISIS “across its global network”.

Obama’s policies have increas-
ingly been criticised. Former US 
ambassador to Iraq James Jeffrey 
has called for the insertion of sev-
eral thousand US ground troops, in 
conjunction with other countries, 
to take the fight to ISIS. Nearly all 
the Republican presidential candi-
dates have said Obama should do 
more, though only long-shot can-
didate US Senator Lindsey Graham, 
R-S.C., has consistently called for 
10,000 US ground troops.

Ed Royce, R-Calif., the chair-

man of the House Foreign Affairs 
Committee, characterised Obama’s 
strategy as “doubling down on the 
same failed policies that allowed 
for ISIS’s rise”. The Obama admin-
istration, he added, “ought to be 
laying out the broad, overarching 
strategy needed to win”. Royce 
called for the establishment of safe 
zones in Syria.

Safe zones also have been a cen-
tral theme of former secretary of 
state and leading Democratic presi-
dential candidate Hillary Clinton’s 

position. She has not only staked 
out a more hawkish position than 
her Democratic rivals but she has 
also indirectly criticised Obama’s 
policies on Syria.

As for the American public, ac-
cording to a recent CBS News poll, 
only 25% of Americans asked said 
that Obama has a clear plan for 
defeating ISIS, down from 35% in 
September 2014. Only 36% of poll 
respondents stated approval of the 
president’s efforts against terrorism 
overall and nearly 70% of Ameri-
cans say it is “somewhat likely” 
that there will be a terrorist attack 
in the United States in the coming 
months.

Clearly, the Paris attacks and the 
fear that ISIS might infiltrate ter-
rorists into the refugee population 
are having an effect on American 

public attitudes. Given this mount-
ing criticism, one may wonder why 
Obama has not changed his anti-
ISIS strategy. The main reason is 
that Obama believes the insertion 
of US combat troops would not 
only be counterproductive — draw-
ing in more recruits to ISIS to fight 
the “Western invader” — but would 
eventually lead to a quagmire (like 
the Iraq war) that would involve US 
troops for an indefinite amount of 
time. In October, Obama said: “As 
you are well aware, I do not support 
the idea of an endless war.”

In this regard, Obama remains 
more in tune with the American 
public than his critics. Although the 
CBS News poll showed dampening 
support for his campaign against 
ISIS and that 50% of Americans 
said the United States should insert 
ground troops into Syria and Iraq, 
83% of Americans say they are at 
least “somewhat concerned” that 
US military intervention in these 
countries will lead to a long and 
costly military engagement.

With about a year left in his presi-
dency, Obama has revealed a certain 
political stubbornness. Believing 
his anti-ISIS strategy will ultimate-
ly work, and not wanting to cave in 
to his critics, he seems determined 
to stay the course. Whether this 
strategy will ultimately work, only 
time will tell, but it will not likely 
be known until after he leaves the 
White House.

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

Obama remains 
more in tune with 
the American public 
than his critics.

Officers from the US Department of Homeland Security patrol Union Station in Washington, DC.
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The US and French 
positions are 
banking on the good 
will of the Russians.
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Hopes pinned on Egypt’s new Central Bank chief

E
gyptians just com-
pleted elections for 
their first parliament 
since 2012, but turnout 
rates of about 26% 
signalled the waning 

popularity of Egypt’s President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi. While his 
stance on security issues has 
been strong, the economy is 
plagued with problems ranging 
from fuel shortages to unchecked 
government expenditure.

On the monetary side, however, 
a recent change in leadership 
has been received favourably by 
investors. Departed Central Bank 
of Egypt (CBE) governor Hisham 
Ramez made few friends in eco-
nomic circles because he sold for-
eign exchange reserves to support 
the local currency. Facing increas-
ing pressure, Ramez resigned in 
October.

Enter new CBE Governor Tarek 
Amer, who many investors hope 
will enact policy changes that will 
put Egypt’s monetary trajectory 
on the right track. In a world with 
limited monetary policy options, 
Amer’s most powerful tool will be 
providing policy certainty.

In fairness to Ramez, he inher-
ited leadership of the CBE when 
foreign currency reserves were 
already at a low of $13.6 billion. 
Ramez was trapped between 
protecting investor confidence 
by propping up the value of the 
Egyptian pound and maintaining 
Egypt’s ability to buy goods from 
overseas.

In December 2010, on the eve 
of the Egyptian uprising, foreign 
currency was a healthy $36 bil-

lion. Within the year, this had 

halved as the CBE burned through 
reserves to project an image of 
monetary stability as the economy 
collapsed. What Ramez inherited 
when he took the job in February 
2013 was a level of foreign reserves 
dangerously close to the three-
month import cover level — the 
minimum threshold recommend-
ed by the International Monetary 
Fund that allows a country to keep 
importing goods.

Ramez implemented a policy of 
managed devaluation, which saw 
the pound drop during his tenure 
from 6.7 to the dollar to 7.9 to the 
dollar. However, foreign reserves 
still suffered, rising $2.7 billion 
under his watch despite more 
than $40 billion of injections from 
Egypt’s friends in the Gulf through 
loans and grants as well as a Eu-
robond sale.

Determined to eliminate the 
foreign exchange black market, 
Ramez put daily caps on dollar 
deposits of $10,000 and monthly 
caps of $50,000 — a move that 
frustrated legitimate trading busi-
nesses. Opposite to the intended ef-

fect, the limits drove people away 
from banks.

While economics dictates that 
a weakening currency is good for 
exporters and bad for importers, 
because it costs more local curren-
cy to buy goods, importers have 
also suffered from a propped up 
local currency because there have 
not been enough dollars to buy 
foreign goods. As the economy was 
starved of dollars, strategic com-
modities such as wheat and energy 
were favoured at the expense of 
other business. In addition, a fall-
ing pound means rising inflation, 
as it takes more local currency to 
buy the same amount of goods and 
services.

When Ramez left office, the 
currency was weaker and neither 
inflation nor the foreign reserves 
situation were much better.

Gamal Negm has been acting as 
caretaker governor since Ramez 
resigned. While the market ex-
pected further depreciation of the 
Egyptian pound, the CBE acted to 
boost the currency on November 
11th. “The appreciation effectively 

neutralised October’s devaluation 
round, which did not do much to 
ease foreign exchange shortages,” 
according to brokerage firm EFG 
Hermes. This was largely another 
attempt to boost public confidence 
in the pound.

This is the perfect example of 
what many bankers saw as the 
whims of Ramez’s currency poli-
cies, which added uncertainty to 
the market. Investors are eager 
to see predictability in currency 
policy, even if it means further 
devaluation and higher inflation.

While Amer brings new blood, 
he is no stranger to the workings 
of the Central Bank. He served 
alongside Ramez under governor 
Farouk el-Okdah and was deputy 
governor under Ramez. Amer 
has also held senior positions at 
Bank of America and Citibank and 
headed the state-owned National 
Bank of Egypt.

Amer is seen to be more open to 
collaboration with bankers, who 
believe they will see a move from 
reactive to proactive policies under 
his tenure. His test will be to bring 
fresh ideas, such as pegging the 
pound to a basket of currencies 
rather than only the US dollar.

But Amer alone cannot solve 
Egypt’s economic woes. A coor-
dinated approach is needed that 
looks beyond monetary policy in 
isolation. For example, the biggest 
sources of foreign reserves are 
foreign investment, tourism and 
remittances. Policies that target 
these will give Amer more flex-
ibility. Knowing the difficulties 
in tackling these issues and the 
limited monetary policy options 
available, investors would be wise 
to temper their expectations.

Mustansir Barma is an 
international economic and 
business policy analyst. He was 
previously senior economic 
researcher at the American 
Chamber of Commerce in Egypt 
and currently does investment 
generation work for the World 
Bank.
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The Egyptian Central Bank offices in Cairo.

Morocco tourism suffers after Paris attacks
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

I 

t did not take the Islamic State 
(ISIS) long to threaten Morocco 
after Rabat reportedly gave 
intelligence information to 
the French government about 

the whereabouts of Abdelhamid 
Abaaoud, the ringleader of the 
deadly Paris attacks.

ISIS attackers killed 130 people in 
Paris on November 13th, the dead-
liest attack in Europe since the Ma-
drid train bombings in March 2004 
in which 191 people were killed.

French authorities had thought 
Abaaoud was still among ISIS jihad-
ists fighting in Syria, but Moroccan 
officials informed them that he was 
in France.

Terror attacks in Tunisia, in 
which 60 tourists were killed, and 
the Russian plane crash caused by 
a bomb in Egypt prompted Europe-
an holidaymakers to shun popular 
Arab destinations.

Morocco is not immune from the 
fear that is driving many tourists to 
opt for what they perceive as safer 
destinations or to stay home, Mo-
roccan Tourism Minister Lahcen 
Haddad acknowledged. He said the 

number of tourists in the country 
has been declining due to the grow-
ing ISIS threat.

Other officials and tourism opera-
tors concur, saying growth in the 
sector has been affected by a per-
ception of threat.

“Since mid-2014 with the ap-
pearance of ISIS and then with the 
two attacks in Tunisia and with the 
Charlie Hebdo attack in France, we 
have seen a dwindling of the num-
ber of tourists,” Haddad told the Fi-
nancial Times prior to the Novem-
ber 13th assault on Paris.

“It is not highly significant in the 
overall picture but very important 
for the French market, where we 
had a drop starting in mid-2014 — 
and it is still happening.”

France is the most significant 
market for Morocco. French holi-
daymakers represent 34% of the 
tourists who visit the North African 
kingdom each year.

Some cities in Morocco are al-
ready feeling the pinch. Agadir, 
which is one of Morocco’s sunny 
destinations throughout the year, 
is relying on local tourists to help 
offset the dwindling number of for-
eign holidaymakers.

According to figures released by 
Agadir’s Regional Council of Tour-
ism, the number of nights spent 
at accommodations catering to 
tourists was down in the first six 
months of the year compared to the 
same period in 2014. 

The southern coastal city re-
corded 2,262,788 bed nights over 
the period compared to 2,521,563 
recorded in 2014.

This decrease is mainly due to 
the French market, which showed 
a decline in terms of tourist arrivals 

(down 21%) and bed nights (down 
28%). However, the flow of local 
tourists rose as Agadir received 
159,545 tourists from Moroccan 
cities from January through July, 
a 14.3% increase compared to the 
same period in 2014.

Tourism accounted for about 
8% of the Morocco’s gross domes-
tic product in 2014 and employs 
500,000 people. The government 

hopes to see the number of visitors 
rise to 20 million by 2022.

One the other side of the tourism 
picture, some Moroccans who were 
planning to go to major European 
capitals such as London and Paris 
for Christmas and New Year’s fes-
tivities have cancelled their plans 
due to fears of potential terror at-
tacks in Europe.

Leila Bourzik, a government em-

ployee, said that she dropped her 
plan to visit London for safety rea-
sons.

“I cancelled my plan to go to the 
United Kingdom because I fear that 
terror attacks might happen any-
time, anywhere,” Bourzik said.

Saad Guerraoui is a frequent 
contributor to The Arab Weekly on 
Maghreb issues.

Losing customers. A waiter carries a tray of food in one of the restaurants in the Jemaa el-Fna square 
in Marrakesh.

The number of 
nights spent at 
accommodations 
catering to tourists 
was down in the first 
six months of the 
year.
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Russia may freeze 
Turkish Stream 
gas Project
Gazprom 

Asian imports 
of Iranian oil 
plunge

OPEC to stay 
the course 
despite fears
of $20 oil

Briefs

Russia may halt work on the 
Turkish Stream gas pipeline project 
as part of a row with Ankara over 
the shooting down of a Russian Air 
Force jet, sources with Russian gas 
giant Gazprom said.

The Kremlin imposed sanctions 
on Turkey in retaliation for the 
Turkish Air Force shooting down 
the Russian jet on November 24th 
but the measures have not affected 
energy exports to Turkey, which are 
the core of their economic relation-
ship.

“We’re expecting that the head of 
state, in all likelihood, could declare 
a freezing of Turkish Stream, or 
at least that some kind of timeout 
should be announced,” said one 
Gazprom source, who spoke on 
condition of anonymity.

A second source in Gazprom, who 
also did not want to be identified, 
said: “We’re still hoping that Turk-
ish Stream will be pushed back by 
a few years, rather than completely 
cancelled.”
(Reuters)

Asian imports of Iranian oil fell to 
the lowest level in two years in Oc-
tober, as Iran’s biggest crude buyers 
held off from increasing purchases 
following a landmark agreement on 
Tehran’s disputed nuclear pro-
gramme in July.

Imports by Iran’s four biggest 
buyers — China, India, Japan and 
South Korea — came to 803,674 
barrels per day (bpd) in October, the 
lowest since October 2013 and down 
8.5% from a year ago, government 
and tanker-tracking data show.

Total imports by the top four 
Asian buyers have slumped since 
a peak of 1.205 million bpd in May 
and had held steady at about 1.02 
million bpd since July.

Tehran is running out of time to 
meet President Hassan Rohani’s 
target to have sanctions lifted by 
the end of the year.
(Reuters)

OPEC is determined to keep 
pumping oil vigorously despite the 
resulting financial strain even on 
the policy’s chief architect, Saudi 
Arabia, alarming weaker members 
who fear prices may slump towards 
$20 a barrel.

Any policy U-turn would be pos-
sible only if large producers outside 
the Organisation of the Petroleum 
Exporting Countries (OPEC), nota-
bly Russia, were to join coordinated 
output cuts. While Moscow may 
consult OPEC oil ministers before 
their December 4th meeting, the 
chances of it helping to halt the 
price slide remain slim.

OPEC’s decision in November 
2014 to pump more oil and defend 
its market share against surging 
rival suppliers forced crude prices 
to near $65 per barrel. Six months 
later, it has hit $45, down from as 
much as $115 in the middle of 2014.
(Reuters)

Economy

Tunisian olive oil production faces 
challenges at home and abroad
Tunis

T 

unisia’s 2015 olive oil 
harvest will not be at 
the level of the previous 
crop, which had made the 
North African country 

the second largest producer of 
olive oil in the world. However, this 
year’s production is still expected 
to keep Tunisia among the world’s 
top exporters.

“This year’s olive oil harvest is 
not as good as the one of last season 
but it is not catastrophic either,” 
said Abdelmajid Azzar, chairman 
of the farmers’ UTAP union.

“There is a decline in some olive 
oil producing regions and rise in 
other areas. That puts olive oil 
production this year at around 
200,000 tonnes.”

Tunisia’s olive oil exports 
account for 40% of its agricultural 
exports and 10% of total exports. 

That represents about 70% of all 
the olive oil the country produces.

Between 60-70% of Tunisia’s 
olive oil is exported to the European 
Union. Tunisian olive oil is also sold 
to more than 60 markets around 
the world, including the United 
States, Canada, France, Russia, 
China and a few Arab countries.

Tunisia in 2014 was second in 
global olive oil output when its 
yields reached 300,000 tonnes, a 
more than fourfold increase from 
the 70,000 tonnes harvested in 
2013. Spain’s production has been 
estimated at more than 600,000 
tonnes, making it the top world 
producer.

Spain and Italy together 
represent 70% of the world’s olive 
oil output but both countries 
have suffered relatively poor 
harvests recently because of 
weather conditions and olive fly 
infestations. Tunisia, on the other 
hand, has had exceptionally good 
yields.

As a result, olive oil prices soared, 
surpassing global inflation rate for 
packaged foods by 3.7% in 2014 
when Oil World reported that the 
price of Spanish extra virgin olive 
oil hit its highest level since April 
2006 — $4,272 a tonne.

“A very good olive oil production 
from the olive oil producing 
of (southern Tunisian) region 
Medenine has offset the fall in 

other traditional producing areas to 
give the country a not bad harvest 
this year,” said Azzar without 
estimating olive oil exports.

Tunisia, which has 80 million 
olive trees covering 1.8 million 
hectares — about one-third of 
its agricultural land — alternates 
bumper and poor harvests as most 
of its groves are not irrigated and 
rainfall can be inconsistent.

About 30,000 producers earn at 
least part of their revenues from 
olive production going through 
more than 1,700 mills.

The unexploited potential of the 
sector is high but Tunisian olive 
sector still faces many challenges. 
In great part, tree cultivation and 
olive gathering and processing 
rely on traditional methods. Non-
mechanised harvest operations 
guarantee employment for 
thousands of Tunisians but can 
damage the quality of the final 
product.

About 75% of Tunisian olive oil 
is exported in bulk. Italian and 
Spanish importers covet Tunisia’s 
relatively low-cost and easily 
blendable product, which they 
bottle and sell worldwide under 
Italian and Spanish labels. With the 
low international profile of its olive 
oil, Tunisia misses on the added 
value of bottled exports.

According to official Tunisian 
figures, the difference between the 

price of bulk and bottled olive oil is 
about 25% and the country has yet 
to find ways to recover that margin.

Experts also say quality 
protocols and modernisation of 
the production process are needed 
in order protect the quality of a 
production that is almost totally 
biological.

To help Tunisia weather the 
adverse economic fallout of 
terrorist incidents of March and 
June, the European Union raised 
its annual duty-free quota for the 
import of Tunisian olive oil from 
57,600 to 92,000 tonnes for a two-
year period, starting January 2016. 
Although the move was welcomed 
in Tunisia as a needed gesture, it 
was strongly criticised by European 
olive oil producers.

Lamine Ghanmi is a veteran 
former Reuters journalist. He has 
covered North Africa for decades 
and is based in Tunis. 
Aldo Pesce is a freelance writer 
based in Italy. He reported from 
Bari, Italy.

40%
of Tunisia’s 
agricultural exports 
are in olive oil.

This year’s 
production is still 
expected to keep 
Tunisia among the 
world’s top 
exporters.

A woman harvests olives in the village of Mornag, near Tunis, on November 6th. The olive harvest season in Tunisia begins in late 
October.

Lamine Ghanmi and Aldo Pesce
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Iraqi schools lurch under instability and violence
Nermeen Mufti

Baghdad

T 

hrough much of the sec-
ond half of the 20th cen-
tury, Iraq boasted the 
best education system 
in the Middle East. The 

state provided free education from 
primary school to post-graduate 
university studies and awarded 
scholarships to the world’s top col-
leges.

Subsequent wars, however, cou-
pled with declining oil revenues, 
continued instability, sectarianism 
and militant violence have sent 
Iraq’s education system to near 
collapse.

Today, buildings built of mud, 
though unsafe, cold and lacking 
the basic foundations of a learning 
institution, are emerging in rural 
areas to fill a growing nationwide 
need for schools.

According to Iraqi education of-
ficials, at least 100,000 Iraqi stu-
dents are enrolled in some 1,000 
“mud schools”, mostly in the 
southern provinces of Dhi Qar and 
Samawa.

“With a few drops of rain, the 
schools turn into muck with ponds 
all over, which is unsafe for chil-
dren since the ceiling can fall on 
their heads or they could get stuck 
in mud pools on their way home,” 
said Ahmed Ali, a teacher in Dhi 
Qar.

Ali said there are 210 “mud 
schools” in his area. The schools 
frequently close for several days, or 
weeks, at a time in winter depend-
ing on the severity of weather.

Hussein Rikaby, principal of the 
House of the Children Culture in 
Nasiriya, the capital of Dhi Qar, said 
that despite the hard conditions, 
the schools are producing highly 
gifted children who are at the top 

of their class nationwide.
“If these students received mod-

ern education in new schools with 
abundant facilities and technical 
means, they would excel further,” 
Rikaby said, adding that many 
“mud school” students are turning 
into painters, artists and writers.

Statistics show that Iraq led the 
way in educational access, literacy 
and gender equality for three con-
secutive decades starting in the 
early 1960s.

However, fighting in 1990-91 over 
Kuwait and a debilitating embargo 
forced a sharp decline in the educa-
tion system that further dipped in a 
deteriorating political climate, kin-
dled by violence and sectarianism.

Receding oil revenues, partly 
blamed on official corruption, re-
sulted in a shortage of learning re-
sources.

In the 1990s, teachers’ salaries 
dropped to $10 a month, from $300, 
with the devaluation of the nation-
al currency. Many of the country’s 
100,000 teachers fled and school 
facilities were destroyed by bomb-
ings targeting infrastructure.

Conditions further worsened 
with the 2003 US-led invasion, 
which led to escalating violence 
and sectarianism and ultimately al-
lowed Islamic State (ISIS) militants 
to seize territory in Iraq.

Education remains hampered 
by outdated curricula, a shortage 

of qualified educators and modern 
facilities, continuing security con-
cerns, internal displacement and 
rampant poverty, according to Bie 
Kentane of the Brussells Tribunal, 
who wrote on the matter exten-
sively for the United Nations.

Figures by the UN children’s 
agency UNICEF on primary school 
enrolment show more boys (93%) 
are enrolled than girls (87%) but 
the overall total falls far short of 
Iraq’s 2015 Millennium Develop-
ment Goal target of 98%.

Fewer than half of the 4 million 
Iraqi children who join elemen-
tary and primary education finish 
school.

With each successive year, fewer 

children continue their education, 
according to UNICEF. Just less than 
half of secondary school-age chil-
dren, estimated to total 2 million, 
go to school.

Iraqi education officials estimate 
the need for 14,000 new schools for 
all levels but note that fewer than 
3,000 had been built. The delay 
was blamed on corruption by offi-
cials who pocket funds allocated 
for educational projects.

In Baghdad, classrooms built to 
accommodate 25-30 children hold 
up to 120 students.

Save The Children (STC) said the 
shortage of schools resulted in as 
many as four shifts being run dai-
ly out of the buildings still in use. 
Overcrowding and shorter days sig-
nificantly reduced teacher-student 
contact time.

UNICEF and STC say schools 
generally suffer a severe lack of 
basic resources and teaching aids 
such as desks, chairs, books and 
blackboards. Schools are frequent-
ly without clean water supplies, 
sanitation and garbage disposal 
systems.

The unsanitary conditions put 
children at greater risk of infections 
and illness and the poor learning 
environment negatively affects 
their outlook, experts say.

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

Students and teachers during a lunch break at al Kahhar elementary school in Mahrot el Thor village 
in Nasiriya.

Blended learning finds a home in Saudi Arabia
Rob L. Wagner

Jeddah

W 

hen Professor As-
sad Jawhar gives his 
petroleum econom-
ics class at King Ab-
dulaziz University 

in the Saudi Arabian commercial 
hub of Jeddah, he teaches students 
he has never met and has never 
seen. His students are just names 
on a roster.

It is the downside of blended 
classroom instruction at Saudi 
Arabia’s universities in which pro-
fessors use web-based software, 
such as Blackboard, to teach online 
courses and combine those classes 
with face-to-face instruction.

“There is no charisma from the 
professor, no eye contact, no inter-
action,” Jawhar said. Yet he is a fan 
of blended classroom instruction. 
“I’m a believer,” he said.

The lack of interaction between 
professor and student almost sank 
online instruction programmes 
when the King Abdulaziz Uni-
versity e-Learning Deanship in-
troduced online courses in 2005. 
Student participation was under-
whelming.

According to a study by Sulaiman 
Alshathri and Trevor Male for the 
London Centre for Leadership & 
Learning, online courses and tradi-
tional classroom instruction were 

initially separate programmes in 
Saudi Arabia. The programme re-
ceived a poor reception from stu-
dents who preferred face-to-face 
classes.

Jamil Ahmed, general manager 
of Image Systems Est. for the Mid-
dle East region, has been focusing 
on implementing e-learning pro-
grammes in Saudi Arabia for more 
than a decade. He said Saudi edu-
cation officials attempted to fully 
immerse online learning into the 
curriculum, but met with little suc-
cess. Those initial struggles with 
online courses, however, gave birth 
to blended learning.

“There were initiatives in Saudi 
Arabia to have 100% content deliv-
ered on e-learning portals starting 
in 2005 under the King Abdulaziz 
University e-Learning Deanship,” 
Ahmed said. “The success of these 
initiatives were not encouraging 
and hence the shift to blended 
learning… but its effectiveness is 
something that has to be meas-
ured.”

Ahmed said that strictly tak-
ing online courses is not practical. 
“Blended learning is a more effec-
tive method,” he said. “E-learning 
cannot be the only solution to mul-
tiple modes of learning.”

It was not until about 2009 that 
blending learning emerged in Saudi 
universities. In 2011, growth ex-
ploded worldwide making the pro-
gramme “the new normal in higher 
education”, according to the Lon-
don Centre study.

Jawhar said the online bug has 
bitten him because e-learning 
classes streamline his schedule and 
give students easier access to his 
classes. Online classes are conveni-
ent for students and instructors and 
there is no loss of classroom quality 
if one puts aside the lack of human 
interaction. Students still must be 
disciplined enough to complete 

their assignments but the only time 
they need to be on campus is to 
take final examinations.

Jawhar noted that although 
blended learning has progressed at 
Saudi universities over the last five 
years, the programme remains in 
its infancy. Only five out of the 200 
students the professor teaches take 
his online courses. For now, he sees 
online learning as a supplement to 
live classes.

In the United States, the number 
of online degrees offered to stu-
dents has mushroomed with virtu-
ally every major higher education 
institution, including the California 
state university system, offering 
some version of an online degree. 
About 62% of US universities of-
fered online degree programmes 
in 2012, up from 32.5% in 2002.

Saudi universities’ blended learn-
ing programme requires students 
to also take live classroom instruc-
tion. Universities employing the 

twin-course approach include Al-
Baha, Taibah, King Khalid, Qassim 
and King Abdulaziz universities. 
Medina’s highly regarded Islamic 
University also uses a combination 
of online and live teaching. Many 
more, such as Umm Al Qura Univer-
sity in Mecca, offer distance-learn-
ing programmes, including Islamic 
studies.

While blended instruction is be-
coming more common across the 
Middle East, it is particularly popu-
lar among Saudi women who strug-
gle with transportation issues. It is 
also important to students living 
in rural areas, such as the Qassim 
and Tabuk regions where universi-
ties may be hundreds of kilometres 
from students’ homes.

Ahmed said another important 
benefit to blended learning is that 
online instruction is more cost-ef-
fective for the student.

“The best resources can be made 
available to both genders from a 

central or remote location,” he said. 
“The e-learning mode will be the 
best fit. However, it has to be coor-
dinated with a good learning meth-
odology.”

Marwa Al-Asmari, 19, a student at 
Princess Nourah bint Abdulrahman 
University in Riyadh, said trans-
portation to the campus is always a 
problem because she does not use 
taxis and her driver is not always 
available. 

She is taking only one online class 
but said she wants to add more to 
her schedule.

“I download my online courses 
on my iPhone and do my reading 
from anywhere,” she said. “Some-
times I will be at a coffee shop wait-
ing for my friends, so I will read the 
assignment on my phone and then 
follow up at home with the actual 
work.”

Rob L. Wagner is an Arab Weekly 
contributor based in Saudi Arabia.

The main campus of King Abdullah University of Science and Technology (KAUST), 80 km north of 
the Red Sea port of Jeddah, Saudi Arabia.

Blended instruction 
is particularly 
popular among 
Saudi women who 
struggle with 
transportation 
issues.

 Iraqi students are 
enrolled in some 1,000 
“mud schools”.

100,000
At least
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Algerian women with HIV 
battle disease, stigma
Algiers

L 

ike many women in Alge-
ria infected by their hus-
bands with HIV, 30-year-
old Sihem is a victim twice 
over, living with her dis-

ease and suffering as a social out-
cast.

Infected at age 20, Sihem has 
spent a decade living with the stig-
ma.

“I divorced and went off with 
HIV. My husband told everybody I 
had AIDS,” she said, misty-eyed and 
her voice choking.

In the eyes of Algerian society, 
she must have been to blame for 
the marital breakdown, while her 
ex-husband remains “above sus-
picion”, said Sihem, using a false 
name to tell her story.

Like in many other conservative 
Muslim countries, in Algeria a wom-
an with HIV — human immunode-
ficiency virus, which causes AIDS 
— is considered to have brought 
shame and dishonour on her fam-
ily, regardless of her circumstances. 
Relatives cover up AIDS-related 
deaths, giving other causes, and 
those with HIV are shunned if their 
infections become public.

In 2014, Algeria recorded 845 
cases of HIV infection, 410 of them 
women, with a total of 9,100 offi-
cially registered cases in the coun-

try as of the end of the year. Most 
women caught the disease from 
their husbands, according to UN-
AIDS, the UN programme on HIV/
AIDS.

Hayet, a 41-year-old seamstress, 
said she has two battles on her 
hands: against the disease and 
against prejudice. She learned of 
her infection 20 years ago on the 
birth of her daughter, who died 
with HIV three months later. The 
baby’s father also died within a 
year.

Hayet’s in-laws knew that their 
son, a former drug addict, had HIV 
but had kept silent. On his death, 
they thought “it was unfair for their 
son to have died and not me”, said 
Hayet, who became a widow at 22 
and was denied any inheritance.

Aisha divorced in 2005 at the age 
of 19, a few months after her ar-
ranged marriage to a man who has 
never admitted to infecting her. “If 
it weren’t for the support of my par-
ents, I would have gone mad,” she 
said, holding back tears.

The women were interviewed 
anonymously by Agence France-

Presse (AFP) but otherwise they re-
main silent, fully aware that Algeri-
an society judges them as guilty. For 
infected women, “AIDS is a symbol 
of dishonour, giving rise to feelings 
of rejection and stigmatism,” said 
Adel Zeddam, who heads UNAIDS 
in Algeria.

He said some women steer clear 
of treatment centres near their 
homes for fear of being recognised 
and are left without proper care. 
Such women face “double punish-
ment, infected by their spouse and 
stigmatised by society”, said Nawel 
Lahoual, president of Hayet, a sup-
port group for HIV/AIDS patients.

A doctor at El Kettar Hospital in 
Algiers said he knew of an academ-
ic in his 50s who had married four 
times despite knowing he was in-
fected with HIV. Left without treat-
ment, all four women died.

In a rare positive story, Safia, a 
42-year-old who lost her husband 
to AIDS in 1996, remarried 15 years 
later to a man who knew of her con-
dition.

“He married me out of love and 
hid the facts from his parents,” she 
said.

Advised before their marriage 
by a doctor on what precautions to 
take, the couple have lived together 
for four years without him getting 
infected.
(Agence France Presse)

In 2014, Algeria 
recorded 845 cases 
of HIV infection, 410 
of them women.

An Algerian woman getting tested for HIV by health workers at 
a mobile centre in the capital Algiers during an operation for the 
prevention of AIDS organised by the UN Programme on HIV/AIDS 
(UNAIDS) offices in Algiers.

Syrian children bearing the brunt of war
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

T 

heir playground is a bat-
tlefield and their toys are 
plastic guns and sticks. 
Instead of acquiring an 
education at school, they 

are learning warfare through simu-
lating battles. Almost five years of a 
most brutal conflict have deprived 
Syrian children of their childhood, 
familiarising them with violence, 
displacement and loss.

With a largely young popula-
tion — an estimated 50% are under 
18 — Syria’s children are obviously 
the most affected, suffering social, 
behavioural and physical disorders 
inflicted by the extreme violence 
that many have witnessed since 
anti-regime demonstrations started 
in March 2011 and developed into a 
bloody, multisided war.

Children were the first victims of 
the uprising triggered by the incar-
ceration and torture of 15 students, 
who were arrested for writing anti-
government graffiti in the southern 
city of Deraa.

“Syrian children are suffering 
from nervous and muscular pain 
as a result of the anxiety and stress 
they have been experiencing. This 
has driven many to become aggres-
sive and stubborn and react in un-
justified and illogical manner,” not-
ed Caroline Mohsen, a psychology 
professor at Damascus University.

Psychic symptoms developed by 
trauma include uncontrolled urina-
tion among children, excessive and 
hysterical crying, early age smok-
ing and sexual harassment. “Such 
behavioural troubles are known 
as post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD). Children are deeply affected 
by trauma, changing them drasti-
cally from normal and disciplined 
school-age children into something 
totally different,” Mohsen said.

“These children need many years 
of psychological monitoring and fol-

low up in order to return to a normal 
life.”

While hundreds of thousands of 
children have experienced violence 
and trauma, very few groups offer 
psychological counselling and sup-
port. Among those that do are the 
Syrian Arab Red Crescent (SARC) 
and associations for the handi-
capped.

According to a UNICEF report, the 
war has affected 5.6 million children 
in Syria and 2 million others have 
fled as refugees.

Mona Kurdi, who is in charge of 
refugee affairs at SARC, contended 
that “all children in Syria have been 
affected directly or indirectly by the 
war from what they see and hear”.

“The effects of war are many,” she 
said. “There is the psychological 
consequence of loss and displace-
ment, in addition to physical reper-
cussions resulting from entering the 
labour market at an early age to help 
their families, when they should be 
focused on learning and playing. 
Many are scarred for life, both phys-
ically and psychologically.”

Nagham Maalouli, another SARC 
worker, pointed out that the group 
has identified 983 cases of trauma-
tised children in refugee centres 
this year in Damascus. “The most 
vulnerable are the unaccompanied 
children who have either lost their 
parents or who have been lost by 
their parents. There are more than 
36 such cases whom we could reach 
and register,” Maalouli said.

She said children who have suf-
fered severe trauma are self-se-
cluded, hyperactive or lack concen-
tration. “In interactive games that 
we do with the children, many do 
not want to participate while others 
are too overwhelming. In some ex-
tremely severe cases, children aged 
between 12 and 13 have attempted 
suicide,” she said.

SARC has more than 196 volun-
teers working with traumatised 
children across Syria. They have 

handled 31,000 cases, Maalouli said, 
adding: “It is not only because they 
are young and cannot assimilate 
what is happening around them but 
because the extent of violence in 
Syria is unbearable even for adults.”

In addition to being traumatised 
by violence, children suffer from be-
ing uprooted from their cities, their 
homes and their schools. “Those 
who were displaced to [relatively] 
safe places have difficulty to inte-
grate in a new setting or environ-
ment,” Mohsen noted, recalling the 
case of a 5-year-old displaced girl 
who would not stop crying until her 
father went back to their home in 
Idlib to fetch her doll.

Trauma is not limited to displaced 
children. Those living in so-called 
safe spots have been deprived of 
proper education since many school 
buildings have been turned into 
shelters for refugees.

“It is the child’s right to get an 
education, especially in the primary 
phase, which is when he can devel-
op his personality and the knowl-
edge he needs to have a better fu-
ture,” said Mahmoud Mohamad, an 
education specialist.

“Every single child in Syria bears 
the brunt of the war, physically and 
morally,” he said. “Every family has 
lost one of its members and all have 
been affected by the deterioration of 
the local currency. Schools are not 
functioning properly and the chil-
dren are stuck at home with no elec-
tricity for more than 15 hours a day.”

Fadia Semaan lives in the relative-
ly safe Damascus neighbourhood of 

Kassa’a but she has been confining 
her three children to home.

“Risks of sporadic bombardment 
stopped us from allowing the chil-
dren to play in the adjacent gar-
den. They instead spend their time 
watching television whenever there 
is power, getting exposed to scenes 
of violence and killings that is re-
flected in their games and a grow-
ingly aggressive behaviour,” Se-
maan said.

“Scenes of mutilated bodies and 
severed heads have become familiar 
for Syrian adults and children alike. 
However, this has killed the naivety 
and spontaneity of childhood in 
many Syrian children,” Mohamad 
said.

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

Thousands of orphans in Syria in need of care.

Children suffer from 
being uprooted from 
their cities, their 
homes and their 
schools.

 Almost five years of 
a most brutal 
conflict have 
deprived Syrian 
children of their 
childhood.

Their playground is 
a battlefield and 
their toys are plastic 
guns and sticks.
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Divine Names — A peaceful interpretation of Islam
Dunia el-Zobeidi

London

A 

s atrocities are being 
committed by extremist 
militants in the name of 
Islam, and terrorist lead-
ers use erroneous justifi-

cations for despicable acts by twist-
ing the meanings of Quranic verses, 
Muslim scholars are seeking to shed 
light on the peaceful aspects of a 
religion that has been tarnished by 
radicals.

Iraqi writer Rosina Fawzia al-Ra-
wi, author of Divine Names: The 99 
Healing Names of the One Love, fo-
cused on Sufism as a peaceful way 
of interpreting Islam.

Sufism is an element of Islam that 
is “a path that teaches us a way to 
discover our own self, our talents, 
our potential, and to find our own 
true reality and the miracle that we 
are,” Rawi says.

She succinctly explains the signif-
icance of the names of God in Islam 

from a Sufi point of view, assigning 
at most three pages to each name, 
such as Al-Rahman (The All-Merci-
ful), As-Salam (The Source of Peace) 
and Al-Basit (The Reliever).

The introduction emphasises the 
importance of understanding the 99 
names by quoting the Prophet Mo-
hammad: “There are 99 names that 
belong to Allah, he who learns them, 
tastes them, understands them and 
can list them will enter Paradise and 
attain salvation.”

The importance of good deeds is 
a continuous message throughout 
Rawi’s work. She says: “To be 
truly pregnant means to carry 
kindness and mercy in your 
heart and to let all creatures 
become your children.” For 
someone to enjoy the full 
pleasure of having a child, 
she explained, they 
must love all of 
God’s creatures 
uncondition-
ally, the way a 
mother loves 
her child.

Sufis are 
good to people 
because they 
want to be 
good to peo-
ple, not only 
for the sake of 
entering heav-

en, Rawi contends.
Her argument was supported by 

Catholic priest Thomas Merton, 
whom she quoted in her book as 
saying: “The Sufis have ways of 
learning how to pray so that you 
are really praying in the heart, from 
the heart, not just saying words, not 
just thinking good thoughts or mak-
ing intentions or acts of the will, but 
from the heart.”

In her book, Rawi encourages 
readers to understand why 

there is evil in the world. 
She says Sufis regard 

illness and disease 
as one of many ways 
that Allah chooses 
to transform us into 
better, more compas-
sionate, integrated 
human beings.

“We must not 
worry about 

what will 
come, as 

fate is not 
in any-
one’s con-
trol… Eve-
rything 

that is meant 
for you will 
come to you 
without fail, 
even if it has 
to go around 

the world in order to do so,” Rawi 
says.

She also encourages readers to 
really appreciate and value what 
they have or possess, stressing that 
“knowing (and acknowledging the 
fact) that nothing belongs to us 
leads us to enjoy everything that we 
have (even more).”

For Sufis, “God is the essence of 
gratitude so all creatures 
worship and praise Him, 
knowingly or unknow-
ingly.”

The author challenges 
the conception that Is-
lam restricts joy in life, 
stressing that “ego can 
lead us to do wrong 
while God guides 
us to avoid doing 
wrong, not with 
the intention to 
stop us from be-
ing happy.”

The best way 
to overcome the 
ego, she said, is through 
love: “Nothing conquers the 
ego as powerfully as loving mindful-
ness. Al-Muhaymin (The Dominant) 
should not restrict our joy in life; 
it should rather enhance it as our 
awareness of right and wrong deep-
ens.”

Rawi also invites readers to look 
at the bright side of life. “Sufism at-
taches great importance to smiling 
because the smile widens and sof-
tens the heart,” she argues.

“The Prophet Mohammad (PBUH) 
said: ‘When a human being looks 
at another with love, it is better for 
him than praying in the mosque 
for a whole year. Love of others is, 
hence, worth more than Muslim 
daily duties,” she added.

Divine Names offers a unique 
way of interpreting Islam under 
the name of peace. “Islam” means 
“peace” and “submission” in Arabic.

Practices such as five 
daily prayers, pil-

grimage and jihad 
are over-empha-
sised when people 

hear about Islam. 
They tend to forget 

the core essence and 
most important part 

of the religion, which 
is love, Rawi says.

Rawi has been living 
in Vienna and teaching 

Sufism for more than 20 
years. She puts on work-

shops in various countries 
and works particularly with 

women. Born in Baghdad and 
raised between Iraq, Lebanon 

and Europe, her teaching draws on 
a wealth of experience from a bicul-
tural environment that enables her 
to build a bridge of understanding 
between different cultures, open 
a space where these can meet and 
thus contribute to peace.

Dunia el-Zobeidi is a regular Arab 
Weekly contributor in London.

Rosina Fawzia al-Rawi, author of Divine 
Names: The 99 Healing Names of the One Love

 Muslim scholars are 
seeking to shed light 
on the peaceful 
aspects of a religion 
that has been 
tarnished by 
radicals.

When art beats terror
Carthage Film Festival 
continued despite bus 
bombing, curfew

Tunis

L 

arge crowds gathered out-
side Tunis cinemas sang 
the Tunisian national an-
them as they waited for 
tickets for the Carthage 

Film Festival less than 12 hours af-
ter a suicide bomber killed 12 presi-
dential guards in the city. More 
than 20 others were wounded in 
the November 24th attack, which 
led to the declaration of a state of 
emergency and a curfew in the Tu-
nisian capital.

Tunisians refused to let the act 
of terrorism stop them from get-
ting on with their lives. Along the 
Avenue Habib Bourguiba, the main 
street through downtown Tunis, 
people celebrated life with festivi-
ties in movie theatres and on street 
concerts.

Organisers, in defiance of the 
threat of terrorism, continued 
the festival, modifying screening 
hours to comply with the curfew. 
In a news conference following the 
attacks, festival director Ibrahim 
Letaif, announced that the 26th 
edition of the festival would go on.

“It is the only way to respond to 
these barbaric acts,” Letaif said. 
“No guests expressed their desire 
to leave the country. They are all 
staying.”

The Carthage Film Festival — the 
oldest cinema festival in Africa and 
the Arab world — is a much-antic-
ipated event. Theatre operators 
await the vibrancy the festival cre-

ates for what are almost deserted 
theatres of downtown Tunis as 
well as other Tunisian towns.

“It has become a tradition for 
most of us. We wait impatiently for 
the festival and now it has become 
annual, which means we have the 
chance to enjoy the unique spirit 
it offers every year,” said filmgoer 
Sarah, 22.

The 2015 edition of the festival 
invited spectators to more than 
300 films from 58 countries. The 
films competed in categories, in-
cluding short films, long features, 
debut films and Carthage Ciné-
Promesses.

The festival poster paid homage 
to two iconic figures of the world 
of African cinema; Tunisian film-
maker Tahar Cheriaa and Senega-
lese director, producer and writer 
Ousmane Sembene.

Though still shocked by the ter-
rorist attacks that have plagued 
Tunisia, many emphasised the im-
portance of art in combating radi-
calism.

“Tunisian cinema is a weapon 
against ignorance. The govern-
ment needs to support the distri-
bution of films more,” said Hend 
Boujemaa, a Tunisian director 
competing in the short film cat-
egory.

“The peak of violence we 
reached with the recent news of 
terrorism can only be dealt with 
through art and cinema.”

Tunisian artists expressed sup-
port of the festival continuing 
despite the attacks. Tunisian film-
maker Nouri Bouzid said: “There 
is a resistance by continuing life. 
Culture is one of the ways to give 
life to people.”

Sabri Jerbi, a Tunisian actor, 
who was at a movie theatre when 
the news of the attack broke, em-
phasised the importance of cul-
ture in opposing violence and 
radicalism.

“We heard the news when we 
were standing in queues and that 
did not stop us from going to at-

tend the film. It was an intense 
and emotional moment. Before the 
screening of the film, an hour after 
the attack, we all sang the national 
anthem to pay tribute to this coun-
try,” Jerbi said.

“The fact the festival did not 
stop is a statement to the terrorists. 
That is a blow to them. Cinema and 
art are stronger than terrorism.”

The messages of support also 
came from foreign guests of the 
festival. Egyptian comedian Bas-
sem Youssef, host of the closing 
ceremonies, saluted the Tunisian 
people for attending screenings 
in great numbers following the at-
tacks.

“I always believe that celebrat-
ing creativity and human passion 
and the power to create art is the 
best way to oppose those terrorist 
attacks. It was impressive that the 
festival continued and did not shut 
down, ” he said.

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor for The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

Along the Avenue 
Habib Bourguiba 
people celebrated 
life with festivities 
in movie theatres 
and on street 
concerts.

Moroccan director Mohamed Mouftakir (L) receives from Tunisian Culture Minister Latifa Lakhdar 
the Golden Tanit award for his film The Blinds’ Band during the festival’s closing ceremony.

Award winners in the feature 
film competition 

The Golden Tanit: The Blinds’ Band (Mohamed Mouftakir, Morocco).

The Silver Tanit: The Endless River (Oliver Hermanus, South Africa).

The Bronze Tanit: As I Open My Eyes (Leyla Bouzid, Tunisia/France/
Belgium).

The Special Jury Prize: Much Loved (Nabil Ayouch, Morocco).

The Best Screenplay Award: Letter to the King (Hisham Zaman, Iraq).

The Best Actor Award: Adlane Djemi for his role in Madame Courage 
(Algeria).

The Best Actress Award: Maimouna N’Diaye for her role in Eye of the 
Storm (Burkina Faso).

Carthage Film Festival: 

Roua Khlifi
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London exhibit explores Algerian identity
Karen Dabrowska

London

W 

hat does it mean to 
be Algerian? The 
answer was con-
veyed to visitors of 
the West London 

exhibition Algerianism (part 1), 
through the works of seven con-
temporary Algerian artists, using 
the many lenses of the country’s 
modern art scene.

It is a vibrant, colourful, thought-
provoking display in which some 
of the artists draw on experiences 
of the colonial era while others 
produce abstract works.

“I am pleased we could bring 
contemporary Algerian art to a 
British, non-Algerian audience. 
The artists have never exhibited 
in the UK before and the audience 
here is totally new for them,” cura-
tor Toufik Douib said.

“Each art work has a character 
who addresses the issue of iden-
tity. We see the complexity of con-
temporary Algerian art through 

the artists’ choice of different me-
diums, including acrylic, photog-
raphy, textiles and prints.”

Douib and artist Patrick Altes 
spent more than two years setting 
up the exhibition, since the idea 
came up on the 50th anniversary 
of Algerian independence in 2012.

Since April, they have been 
working with the organisers 
of this year’s Nour Festival 
of Arts which, through the 
sponsorship of the West 
London Borough of Kens-
ington and Chelsea, brought 
the art work to London, 
shedding a light — “nour” 
translates as “light” — on 
contemporary arts and 
culture from the 
Middle East and 
North Africa.

Visual artist 
Hamza Ait Me-
kideche featured 
photographs of 
women wearing 
the traditional 
white Algerian 
veil on which 
symbols of glo-
balisation were 
superimposed to 
show that the Al-
gerian people were 
losing their identity.

“We need to be 
open to the world 
but at the same time 

we need to keep our identity. 
Somebody who is not aware of his 
own tradition and does not know 
where he belongs, cannot face the 
future,” Mekideche said.

“I am here to celebrate differ-
ences and raise awareness… to 
say that we can be global and can 

be universal and at the same 
time we can keep our 

identity.”
Algeria’s colonial past 

was highlighted in Al-
tes’s work, created by 
fusing old photographs 

sourced from family ar-
chives of French settlers 
and Algerians together 

with his own con-
temporary images, 

sketches, objects, 
drawings and 
text.

The Algeria-
born French artist 
was said he was 
touched by peo-
ple’s willingness 

to give him access 
to private photos. 

“Their selection [of 
the photos], hand-

ing them to me and 
giving me per-
mission to use 
them is in fact 

a dynamic ex-
change where 
they share 

their personal history to an artistic 
exploration which encompasses 
past, present and future,” Altes 
said.

Altes explained that his work “is 
a personal attempt” to shift per-
ceptions and engage in an open-
minded and creative dialogue to 
acknowledge the wounds of the 
past and the effects of the Algerian 
revolution and the new relation-
ship that is emerging after more 
than 130 years of strained cohabi-
tation with the French. He wants 
this work to contribute in its own 
way to a fresh and long overdue 
political narrative between France 
and Algeria.

In her abstract, digital mixed 
media prints on canvas Ghania 
Zaazoua (aka “Princess Zazou”) 
brings an explosion of colours, pat-
terns and all sorts of infinite ideas 
to her large collages. 

The Fly is a glimpse of the idea 
that “all that glisters is not gold” 
and even in a fairy dream world 
not everything is perfect. She is 
inviting visitors to walk into a teas-
ing, almost trivial, dream world to 
explore an alternative and unseen 
version of society.

For his part, Yasser Ameur, an-
other mixed media abstract artist, 
leaves his works open to a variety 
of interpretations. Sailing Algeria 
may be asking where the country 
is going or it could symbolise a 
journey to make dreams on a dis-

tant horizon come true. It could 
also be a reference to the refugee 
crisis that is engulfing the Mediter-
ranean countries at present.

Souad Douibi’s textile dolls in-
stallation carries a profound mes-
sage about life perceptions. “We 
are all sorts of dolls on Earth. We 
dwell in this world with the aim of 
preserving a trace for future gen-
erations. 

Often we would like to be a role 
model for our descendants but 
many of us fail,” Douibi said.

She describes the Howa ou Hiya 
(Him and Her) doll as a representa-
tion of the dilemma of cultural leg-
acy. The work questions the evolu-
tion of Algerian society and issues 
of generation miscommunication 
and draws attention to the coun-
try’s endeavour to preserve both 
its Arabic language and Amazigh, 
the dialect spoken by the Kabyle 
and Berber populations.

Karen Dabrowska is a 
London-based contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of 
The Arab Weekly.

“We need to be open 
to the world but at 
the same time we 
need to keep our 
identity.”

Sailing Algeria mixed media abstract art by Yasser Ameur

Toufik Douib and 
artist Patrick Altes 
spent more than two 
years setting up the 
exhibition.

Fatema Mernissi leaves a 
legacy of feminism

Obituary: 

Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

F 

atema Mernissi, a sociol-
ogist and writer who was 
considered one of Mo-
rocco’s most powerful 
and intellectual women, 

died November 30th in Rabat at 
age 75.

Author of many books, including 
The Political Harem: The Prophet 
and Women and Sheharazade Goes 
West, Mernissi received the Prin-
cess of Asturias literature prize in 
2003.

In Sheharazade Goes West, 
Mernissi called on women of both 
the East and the West to act with 
the words to counter violence 
against them. She evoked her 
childhood in Fez, where she was 
born in 1940, in her best-selling 
Dreams of Trespass: Tales of a Har-
em Girlhood.

Mernissi went to the Sorbonne 

University in 1974 in Paris follow-
ing her literature studies in Rabat. 
She earned a sociology doctorate 
at Brandeis University in Massa-
chusetts in the United States. The 
following year, she published her 
first book, Beyond the Veil, which 
quickly became a classic in cultural 
studies in the United States.

Mernissi returned to Morocco to 
teach sociology at Mohammed V 
University in Rabat. In 1987, The 
Political Harem was published, 
which she said she considered 
her most important work as she 
looked into links between Islam, 
oppression of women and the sup-

pression of democracy in predomi-
nately Muslim countries.

In the 1990s, she became in-
volved in charity work in Morocco. 
She took part in many workshops 
with human rights activists, for-
mer prisoners of the “years of 
lead” (les années de plomb in the 
1960s through the 1980s) and jour-
nalists.

Mernissi exposed how male 
power managed from the earliest 
days of Islam to obscure the politi-
cal role of women. She was one of 
the first Moroccan feminists to de-
nounce patriarchy in Muslim cul-
ture.

Soumaya Naamane Guessous, 
a Moroccan sociologist and uni-
versity professor, paid tribute to 
Mernissi on Facebook, writing: 
“Fatema Mernissi radiated through 
her writings, her positions, cour-
age, commitment and contribu-
tion to the emancipation of Moroc-
can women and has trained several 
generations to criticism, analysis 
and rigour.”

Mernissi exposed 
how male power 
managed from the 
earliest days of 
Islam to obscure the 
political role of 
women.

Patrick Altes hopes his art will help heal the wounds of the past.

Howa ou Hiya
is a representation of the 
dilemma of cultural legacy.
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Aswan

T 

he view from the Nile of 
the small homes along 
the top of the hill a few 
metres away never fails 
to captivate both heart 

and mind.
The small blue-and-white homes 

with their nicely cut yellow, wood-
en windows and green-and-brown 
doors fill the skyline. Above them 
beams of red and orange light ra-
diate from the moon, filling the 
hearts of everybody present with 
excitement.

West Suhail, a Nubian village on 
the west bank of the Nile, only a 
few kilometres from the Aswan 
Dam — about 900 kilometres west 
of Cairo — has been offering visi-
tors a unique and exceptional hos-
pitality for years.

The village, typically Nubian 
and containing more than 50 
homes, seeks to provide tourists 
with a real Nubian life experience. 
It never fails to do this and so mas-
terfully at that.

“Tourists come here to be part of 
the Nubian life experience,” Salah 
Abdel Rehem, one of the residents 
and hosts of the village, said. 
“Here they feel at home away from 
the artificial nature of hotel life.”

West Suhail was built almost 100 
years ago. It was revived about a 
decade ago after a museum con-
taining pieces representing the 
Nubian culture, which has been 
part of southern Egypt for thou-
sands of years, was built.

Nubians lived for hundreds of 
years in southern Egypt and north-
ern Sudan but in Egypt they were 
displaced when the 
Arab state start-
ed construct-

ing the High Dam in the 1960s to 
control Nile flooding and generate 
electricity.

Having been scattered across 
Egypt, especially in Cairo and the 
northern coastal city of Alexan-
dria, Nubians started to lose their 
cultural identity, including their 
distinct Nubian language.

After the museum was complet-
ed, its Nubian builders thought of 
offering tourists more than just 
a view of Nubian culture. They 
wanted tourists to lead the Nubian 
life, which gave rise to the village 
in its original place of a century 
ago.

Inside the one-storey homes of 
the village, tourists spend totally 
Nubian times. Those who choose 
to spend a few days in the village, 
sleep in the homes of the Nubian 
residents, eat their food and drink 
local drinks.

Most village homes are divided 
into two parts, including one for 
the manufacture of Nubian prod-
ucts, such as handmade hats and 
dresses and the Nubian drink hi-
biscus and locally made ground-
nuts.

The other part of the homes is 
specified for the hospitality of the 
tourists. Here, modern life fea-
tures, such as air conditioners, tel-
evisions and refrigerators cannot 
be found.

Visitors living in the Nubian 
homes use mud-made bottles for 
drinking just as the Nubians do, 
drink Nubian drinks, such as hibis-
cus tea, and eat Nubian food, in-
cluding okra stew or mashed fava 
beans.

Outside the homes, women and 
children make products to sell to 
the hundreds of tourists who fre-
quent the village every day.

When the village residents eye a 
cruise ship or a boat carrying tour-
ists coming from a distance in the 
Nile River, they gather at the vil-
lage port and display their mer-
chandise.

Hajj Naser, a Nubian resident 
of the village in his early 50s, has 
been working in the service of 
tourists for years. He says apart 
from bringing residents money, 
the hospitality industry helps the 
Nubian culture stay alive for the 
people who come to the village 
and experience its life and culture.

“When they come here, the tour-
ists get a good impression about 
Nubian life and the Nubian cul-
ture,” Naser said. “They then relay 
what they see here to other people 
when they go back home and this 
helps our culture live longer.”

West Suhail is an intrinsic part of 
the itinerary of many tourists vis-
iting southern Egypt. According to 
Abdel Rehem, hundreds of tourists 
visit the village every day and 
scores of them opt to spend 
a few days there to 

take in the full Nubian experience.
When they arrive on cruise ships 

at the local port, tourists have to 
climb several stairs to reach the 
village, which is on a hill almost 
100 metres above the river level.

Those arriving by land have a 
more strenuous journey, cruising 
through narrow alleyways and 
bumpy roads surrounded by one-
level, white homes on both sides.

But this is not a car or bus ride 
but rather one that must be made 
on a camel’s back.

As they move slowly through 
the alleyways leading up to the 
village, visitors can see Nubian 
engravings, symbols and words on 
the walls of the homes. The faces 
of the people at the homes greet-
ing tourists with a gentle smile or 
their hands bespeak simplicity and 
happiness, even as most of them 
are poor.

When tourists arrive at the vil-
lage, they are received very warm-
ly by residents, some of them ea-
ger to sell handmade products and 
others to share the Nubian culture 
and make it live through the visi-
tors.

“Nubians like their visitors very 
much,” Naser said. “This is why 
most of the time when the tourists 
leave, their departure is met with 
tears from some of their Nubian 
hosts.”

Mohamed Abu Shanab is an 
Egyptian reporter based in 
Aswan.

Egyptian village 
offers real Nubian 
life experience
Mohamed Abu Shanab

Beautifully coloured homes of West Suhail.

The homes of West Suhail offer visitors a magnificent view of the 
Nile.

The interior of West Suhail homes.

Visitors living 
in the Nubian 
homes use
 mud-made 
bottles for 
drinking just as 
the Nubians do.
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Agenda

We welcome submissions of 
calendar items related to 
cultural events of interest 
to travellers in the Middle 
East and North Africa.

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Beirut:
Through December 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.

Marrakech:
Through December 12th

The International Film Festival 
of Marrakech showcases some 
of the most important cin-
ematic works originating from 
within the region and inter-
nationally. 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.

Dubai:
Through December 19th

The Jumeirah Lake Tower Park 
hosts the third JLT Outdoor 
Cinema Experience where 
guests can watch movies 
under the stars. Children and 
adults are allowed free entry 
to watch a film a day in the 
open air of the JLT Park.

Dubai:
Through April 9th

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

Beirut:
December 9th-12th

The eighth Beirut Greek Film 
Festival will run at Metropolis 
Cinema, Empire-Sofil, under 
the patronage of the Embassy 
of Greece in Beirut and the 
General Secretariat of Greeks 
Abroad under the aegis of the 
Lebanese Ministry of Culture. 
The festival will present Greek 
movies and debates.

Algiers:
December 12th-17th

The Mahieddine Bachtarzi 
National Theatre (TNA), will 
host the seventh International 
Cultural Festival of Contem-
porary Dance (FCIDC). The 
festival will introduce troupes 
from Algeria, the Middle East 
and Europe, presenting perfor-
mances from classical ballet to 
modern choreography.


