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epublican
presidential candidate Donald
Trump’s proposal to ban
Muslims from entering
the United States — his
knee-jerk reaction to the Islamic
State-inspired terror attack in San
Bernardino, California — has been
met with widespread rebuke, including from leaders of his own
party.
Paul Ryan, R-Wis., and speaker of
the US House of Representatives,
said Trump’s proposal “is not what
this party stands for. More importantly, it is not what this country
stands for.”
Dozens of other Republicans
joined in, including Trump’s presidential campaign opponents. Jeb
Bush, the former governor of Florida, said Trump “is unhinged” and
that his bigotry towards Muslims
would end up helping Democrat
Hillary Clinton win election. Even
former Republican vice-president
Dick Cheney, who is not regarded as
a sympathetic figure in the Arab and
Muslim communities, said Trump’s
proposal “goes against everything
we stand for and believe in”.
White House spokesman Josh
Earnest termed Trump’s proposal
“deeply offensive” and “morally
reprehensible”. It “runs counter to
the US Constitution” and threatens
national security, he said, and “disqualifies [Trump] from serving as
president”.
True to form, Trump refused to
apologise or even backtrack. In response to criticism from fellow Republicans, he made thinly veiled
threats to run as an independent
candidate if he does not win the
party’s nomination.
After Mitt Romney’s defeat in
the 2012 presidential race, many
mainstream Republicans ar-
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gued that the party needed to reach
out to minority voters. Nearly four
years later, the party’s presidential
front runner has called Mexican immigrants “rapists”, expressed support for the physical assault on an
African-American protester at one
of his rallies and now has called for
a ban on Muslims entering the United States. While Muslims represent
about only 3% of the US population, they vote at rates considerably
higher than the national average.
A USA Today poll of likely Republican primary voters taken prior to
Trump’s remarks about banning
Muslims showed him with 27%
support, ahead of second-place US
Senator Ted Cruz, R-Texas, who had
17%.

True to form,
Trump refused to
apologise or even
backtrack.
As disturbing as Trump’s popularity is, it is important to keep things
in perspective: The poll quoted
above reveals that only about three
out of ten Republicans support
Trump. It is safe to assume that his
support among independent voters
is less than this and among Democrats virtually non-existent.
The bottom line is that Donald
Trump most likely will never occupy the Oval Office but in the ensuing
12 months, his hateful and vitriolic
rhetoric could cause considerable
damage to America’s image and
potentially fatal damage to Republican hopes of recapturing the White
House.
Mark Habeeb is East-West editor
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct
professor of Global Politics and
Security at Georgetown University
in Washington.
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German Chancellor Angela Merkel (L) and German Defence Minister
Ursula von der Leyen talk during a meeting of the German Federal
Parliament, Bundestag, in Berlin, on December 4th. Germany’s
lower house of parliament approved government plans to join the
anti-Islamic State (ISIS) military campaign in Syria on a 445-146
vote. Germany will send six Tornado reconnaissance jets, a frigate and up to 1,200 personnel to the region but will play a strictly
non-combat role in the fight against ISIS. “The goal… is to fight and
contain ISIS and destroy their safe havens and their ability to lead
worldwide terror operations,” von der Leyen said after the vote.

Desperately seeking tourists, Egypt opens airport museum
Amr Emam

Cairo

R

eeling from the effects
of the bombing of a
Russian passenger jet,
Egyptian tourism authorities have set up a
mini-museum of ancient, Roman
and Islamic artefacts at Cairo International Airport, hoping to
tempt transit passengers to return
for a visit.
“The museum aims to offer travellers, who are here for a few hours
or minutes, access into Egypt’s diverse and interesting civilisation,”
said Reham Salah, the head of the
museums section at the Egyptian Antiquities Ministry, which
opened the facility on December
7th. “The artefacts exhibited at
the museum can give visitors a
quick and brief idea about what
the history of this country looks
like.”
Egypt’s tourism sector received

a painful blow from the Russian
plane crash in Sinai on October
31st, which killed all 224 passengers and crew on board.

A few days after the crash, Russia, which used to send around 3
million tourists to Egypt every
year, suspended flights to the Red

Sea resorts of Sharm el-Sheikh and
Hurghada. Britain, which used to
send 1 million tourists to Egypt
every year, also suspended flights
to the resorts.
Tourism expert Reem Fawzi said
the Russian and British moves left
Egypt’s tourism sector in a “deplorable” condition.

The airport
museum houses 38
pieces that tell the
story of different
eras of Egyptian
history.

A limestone statue of a seated scribe, that dates from the
Old Kingdom, 2465-2323BC, at the new museum at the Cairo
International Airport.

“Every day that passes under
these suspensions brings tourism
investors untold losses,” Fawzi
said. “This is why tourism authorities have to move in all directions
to bring tourists back.”
The airport museum houses 38
pieces that tell the story of differ-

ent eras of Egyptian history. The
museum houses Greek and Roman
artefacts and Coptic paintings,
along with coins from various periods of the country’s history.
One of the artefacts is of the
Seated Scribe, which features an
ancient Egyptian scribe at work.
Antiquities Minister Mamdouh
al-Damati said the museum will
help boost tourism and give travellers the chance to have a quick
peek at ancient Egyptian civilisation.
Tourism is a main foreign currency earner for cash-strapped
Egypt. In 2014, about 10 million
foreign tourists visited the country, bringing in $7.5 billion in revenues, a 27% increase compared
to 2013.
Egyptian officials were hoping that the tourism sector would
have fully recovered from the effects of the 2011 uprising and its
aftermath by the end of 2015.
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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The US after San Bernardino

Has ISIS terrorism crossed the Atlantic?
Mark Habeeb

Washington

T

he mass shooting in San
Bernardino, California,
that killed 14 and wounded 21 increasingly looks
like a terrorist attack that
was inspired by one or both of the
shooters’ devotion to the Islamic
State (ISIS).
Although much remains unknown about the motivations of
the killers, it is clear that Syed
Rizwan Farook, who was born in
Chicago and raised in the United
States, travelled to Saudi Arabia to
meet and marry Tashfeen Malik,
a devout Pakistani woman he had
met online.
Malik reportedly posted online
comments in support of ISIS and
an official of the Federal Bureau
of Investigation (FBI) said that
Farook had attempted to contact
the Somali-based terrorist group
al-Shabab and the Syria-based alQaeda affiliate, Jabhat al-Nusra.
Farook and Malik were killed
in a firefight with police. When officials searched their home, they
found thousands of rounds of ammunition and a dozen pipe bombs,
suggesting the attack on the Inland
Regional Center — a state government facility where Farook was
employed — was not intended to
be the couple’s only target.

Pressure will grow
on Obama to take
more aggressive
actions in the
ground war against
ISIS.
As of yet, there is no evidence
Farook and Malik were part of a
larger operation or members of an
ISIS cell and they appear to have
had no accomplices in the United
States. In public expressions of
shock, Farook’s family appears to
have been taken by complete surprise. The consensus is that Farook

and Malik were “lone wolves” who
were inspired by, but not directed
by, ISIS and other radical jihadist
movements.
In some ways, the “lone wolf”
theory is more frightening than
the idea of an organised cell. Organisations can be disrupted and
destroyed; lone wolves are virtually impossible to stop. The fact that
America is literally awash in firearms — there are more guns in the
United States than there are people
— means that an American with no
prior criminal record can purchase
a gun, including the deadly assault
weapons favoured by mass killers,
far more easily than he can secure
a licence to drive a car.
The fact that Farook was American-born and raised and had no
prior criminal convictions meant
that his purchase of weapons did
not even raise an eyebrow among
law enforcement officials. The California terrorist attack has raised
many issues but access to guns is
unlikely to change any time soon.
Just 24 hours after the San Bernardino attack, the Republicancontrolled US Senate rejected a bill
that would have prevented individuals on the US terrorist watch
list from purchasing weapons. In
other words, the fact that someone
is on the “no-fly” list and cannot
board an airplane will not prevent
him from purchasing an assault
weapon.
In other areas, however, there
likely will be changes in policy:
US President Barack Obama’s plan
to greatly increase the number of
Syrian refugees accepted in the
United States in 2016 and beyond is
unlikely to be implemented. It was
already under threat from Republicans and state governors following
the ISIS attack on Paris.
Anti-Muslim sentiment in America also is likely to surge and will be
reflected in the rhetoric of the 2016
presidential election, especially
among Republican candidates.
That Farook was born and raised in
the United States could add a potentially dangerous new angle to
the anti-Muslim rhetoric, for it will
intensify the hateful arguments

that it is the religion of Islam itself
that is the source of terror.
Pressure will grow on Obama to
take more aggressive actions in the
ground war against ISIS. Even before San Bernardino, polls indicated that 60% of Americans believed
Obama’s strategy against ISIS was
failing. That number certainly is
higher now.

Anti-Muslim
sentiment in
America also is
likely to surge and
will be reflected in
the rhetoric of the
2016 presidential
election.
And Obama — who in any event
has just over a year left in office —
is not the only one threatened by
perceptions of policy failure. Former US secretary of State Hillary
Clinton, the leading Democratic
candidate for 2016, told an interviewer following the San Bernardino attack that the United States is
“not winning” the war against ISIS,
her cleanest break yet from the
administration in which she once
served.
On December 6th, Obama addressed the nation on national television. His speech was essentially
designed to quell fears and calm a
nervous nation; it offered very little in terms of new policy proposals. “The threat from terrorism is
real,” the president said, “but we
will overcome it.” Obama called
the San Bernardino attack a “new
phase” in the terrorist threat: USborn extremists who fly below the
radar of investigators and are virtually impossible to stop.
Obama warned against the demonisation of Muslims and appeared to make a direct reference
to Republican presidential rhetoric
when he said: “Our success won’t
depend on tough talk or abandoning our values and giving in to
fear.”
The bottom line is that Obama is
determined to maintain his strat-

A California woman visits a makeshift memorial near the Inland
Regional Center on December 5th, in San Bernardino, California.
egy — air strikes against ISIS positions, deploying US Special Operations forces to Iraq and Syria,
cooperating with Turkey on border
security and intensifying intelli-

gence efforts. While these policies
may be successful in the long term,
in the short term they will not prevent lone wolf attacks nor the rising xenophobic rhetoric.

San Bernardino and America’s struggle with terror, gun violence

View poi nt

Joe Macaron

B

ehind every single
one of the 353 mass
shootings in the
United States in 2015
lies a policy debate
narrative. The latest
one in San Bernardino, California, is no exception. This tragedy
is not being seen through the
lens of the recurring trend of gun
violence in the United States and
the exclusive focus on the
Islamic State (ISIS) is obscuring
the residual impact of al-Qaeda
on US-based self-radicalised
individuals.
US President Barack Obama
spoke from the Oval Office hoping
to calm a nation considering the
recent rampages in Paris and San
Bernardino as sequential attacks
foretelling a new wave of terrorism on American soil. The 2016
presidential election campaign
is exacerbating this fear as well,
prompting Obama to defend his
counterterrorism strategy instead
of attempting to make progress
on gun control measures.
Syed Farook and Tashfeen Malik managed to easily turn their
home into a bomb factory and
arms stockpile before killing 14
people at a holiday party at an
office where Farook worked.

Al-Qaeda’s influence in
the United States should
not be taken lightly.

It has been labelled a “hybrid attack” where the motive is a combination of workplace violence
and terrorism, although federal
investigators are treating the case
as an act of terrorism. The obvious reason was Malik’s deleted
Facebook post pledging allegiance
to ISIS; the jihadist group returned the favour by calling the
attackers “supporters”.
ISIS, in fact, has not focused on
expanding its operations inside
the United States, despite US air
attacks on the group for more
than a year. But the Paris attacks
on November 13th signalled a
shift in its approach with the
emergence of an alliance between
the home-grown “self-radicalised” and fighters affiliated with
ISIS.
As international air strikes on
Raqqa increase in the coming
weeks and months, the extremist
group might adopt an outward approach by systematically expanding operations in the West. This
is probably the greatest concern
post-San Bernardino, leaving US
officials to wonder whether this
will become a recurring scenario
with young, US-based, techsavvy, self-radicalised individuals
emerging from the shadows to
commit sporadic violence.
However, there is no credible evidence yet that the San
Bernardino attack was the result
of a centralised decision taken
by the ISIS leadership. Only an
amateur terrorist would use a real
Facebook account to announce allegiance to Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi

days before planning an attack.
Compared to 5,000 from
Europe, including 750 from the
United Kingdom, only 250 people
have travelled or attempted to
travel from the United States to
join ISIS in Syria or Iraq, according
to a study by George Washington
University researchers. Moreover,
even though the self-radicalised
individuals may idealise and
laud ISIS, they turn to alternative
sources such as al-Qaeda to learn
about the execution of terror acts,
as the investigation in Farook’s
background is showing.
Al-Qaeda’s influence in the
United States should not be taken
lightly. Perhaps the greatest threat
to US national security, even long
after his death, remains Anwar alAwlaki, the soft spoken American
imam killed in a US drone strike in
Yemen in 2011.
Awlaki inspired and recruited,
in direct contact and via social
media, many US-based terrorists and his followers continue to
look for his online videos along
with al-Qaeda textbooks on how
to make bombs, which are the
major recruiting tools for those
Americans who are prone to be
radicalised.
With scarce resources available,
US authorities are struggling to
determine how to allocate law
enforcement measures between
a looming terror threat and an
increasing rate of general gun
violence. Most of the mass shootings reported in the United States
have no correlation with al-Qaeda
or ISIS.

The San
Bernardino
attack fits
the gun
violence
debate as
much as it
falls in the
category of
the growing
terror
threat.

According to the Gun Violence
Archive, a non-profit organisation
that provides statistics on gunrelated violence, more than 12,000
people have been killed by firearms in the United States in 2015,
while 350 Americans were killed
from 2001-13 in terror attacks
overseas. Since the 9/11 attacks,
45 Americans have been killed in
jihadist attacks inside the United
States, compared to 48 killed by
right-wing attacks, according to
the New America Foundation, a
Washington based think-tank.
A survey published in June by
the Police Executive Research
Forum showed that 74% of 382 US
local and state law enforcement
agencies view anti-government
violence as the biggest threat
they face in their jurisdiction,
while 39% mentioned “al-Qaedainspired” attacks.
The San Bernardino attack fits
the gun violence debate as much
as it falls in the category of the
growing terror threat by lone
wolves. The challenge of how best
to approach law enforcement in
the age of terrorism is daunting.
Closing loopholes terrorists can
use in the US system to easily
acquire guns should be as critical
as fighting ISIS abroad.
Joe Macaron is a political analyst
specialising in US foreign policy
in the Middle East. He has
worked on Middle East Affairs at
the International Monetary Fund
and on counterterrorism issues
at West Point’s Combating
Terrorism Center.
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Demographic
arguments stoke
Republican
rhetoric
Amal Mudallali

Washington

T

he 2016 Republican presidential campaign, led by
Donald Trump and Ben
Carson, has spiralled out
of control, with insults
and slurs flying in all directions.
Muslims have received a lot of it
but they are not alone.
First, Trump insulted Latinos by
calling immigrants from Mexico
and Latin America “rapists” and
killers. Then he moved to Muslims,
calling for closing mosques in the
United States and advocating for a
database to register all Muslims in
the country. He repeated this argument the day US President Barack
Obama addressed the nation about
the mass shooting in California.
Trump then called for a ban on
all Muslims entering the United
States.

The polls of
Republican primary
voters showed
Trump leading the
field with 36%
support.
Trump offended others recently
by impersonating and mocking a
disabled journalist and using stereotypes while speaking to Jewish
Republicans.
Carson has not refrained from insults either. First, he said a Muslim

cannot be a president of the United
States because Islam in not compatible with the US constitution.
Then he used an unfortunate analogy about “rabid dogs” when discussing Syrian refugees, compared
the Obamacare health insurance
programme to slavery and fabricated items on his résumé.
Despite all this, the polls of Republican primary voters showed
Trump leading the field with 36%
support, followed by US Senator
Ted Cruz, R-Texas, at 16% and Carson in third place at 14%.
In the case of Trump, the more
outrageous his statements are the
higher his poll ratings seem to rise.
Political pundits are baffled as to
why two candidates who in the
past would have been considered
“fringe” elements are together
claiming 50% of Republican voters.
A recent Pew Research poll might
have some of the answers as to why
this election cycle has become so
dysfunctional, ugly and unsettled
less than two months before the
first primaries.
The poll found that for the first
time white Christians in America
are not a majority, standing at 46%
of the population, down from 55%
in 2007. And these white Christians
overwhelmingly call the Republican Party home.
The research showed that seven
in ten “white Christians” identify
with or lean towards the Republicans. Non-white Christians, according to the poll, who represent
32% of the population, strongly
identify with or lean towards Democrats, as do the vast majority of

Republican presidential candidate Donald Trump is greeted by supporters before speaking at a
campaign rally, on December 5th, in Davenport, Iowa.
non-Christian Americans as well as
Americans with no religious affiliation.
The Pew poll shows that the
growing diversity and changing
demographics in the United States
are changing American politics by
making white Christians more insecure and hardening their political views. As the report states, as
“their numbers dwindle and their
influence recede they are moving to the right”. Washington Post
columnist E.J. Dionne wrote: “The
country’s changing demography
angers and frightens many [Republicans].”
In short, the Republican Party is
becoming the party of white Christian America, while the Democratic
Party more resembles the country’s
future demographic make-up.
According to an analysis by the
National Journal, this situation
“provides Republicans with electoral challenges: They face tension
between balancing the morally
conservative preferences of their

religiously devout base, with the
deepening instinct towards cultural tolerance of a society that is
growing more secular, particularly
among the young”.

In the case of Trump,
the more outrageous
his statements are
the higher his poll
ratings seem to rise.
Alternatively, “Democrats must
weigh the culturally liberal instincts of their now mostly secular
wing of upscale whites with the
often traditional inclinations of
their African-American and Latino-American supporters, who are
more likely than white Democrats
to identify with the Christian faith.”
This election cycle is different because America is different. Transformational forces dictated by the
changing demographic landscape
are giving birth to a new political
reality.

The white Christian American
Republicans will likely choose a
candidate that reflects their fears
and anxieties about their status
in the country and Trump is at the
moment capturing that.
While the leadership of the Republican Party remains in denial
about Trump’s chances of securing the nomination, 2016 may
be the year in which the new
America starts to emerge: a rainbow of American colours, races
and beliefs competing for the
soul of the nation against a white
Christian America that feels increasingly besieged and is moving
more to the right to protect what
it sees as its fleeting political fortunes.
If this remains the case after the
February primaries, we are likely
to see another Democrat in the
White House.
Amal Mudallali is a Washington
correspondent for The Arab
Weekly.

Syrian refugees and an American shame

View poi nt

Bernd
Debusmann

T

he sign on the Statue
of Liberty reads:
“Give me your tired,
your poor, Your
huddled masses
yearning to breathe
free.” If some presidential
candidates had their way, they
would probably add, “Yes, but
hold off on the Syrians.”
In the wake of the Paris attacks,
followed by the killing of at least
14 people in California by a Muslim couple, the United States has
fallen into a state of fear in which
paranoia strikes deep and facts
do not matter. One presidential
candidate calls for a national
register of Muslims, another says
only Christian refugees should
be admitted, a third, speaking of
Syrian refugees, used an analogy about rabid dogs and the US
House of Representatives votes to
keep them out.
The issue of how to handle this
very sticky situation remains
unclear as what the only obvious
thing emerging from these events
is that fear seems to be winning
the upper hand and driving the
political debate.
The political climate, heated to
fever point by shrill rhetoric from
the Republican primary campaign
trail, evokes memories of some of

Trump favours a national
database for Muslims —
US citizens and foreign
residents alike.

the most shameful chapters in US
history — the internment of more
than 100,000 Japanese Americans
during World War II and American
reluctance to accept Jews fleeing
Nazi Germany.
Even the language is reminiscent of that dark era. At a campaign rally in Alabama ten days
after Islamic State (ISIS) attackers
killed 130 in Paris, Donald Trump,
the front-runner for the Republican Party nomination, spelled out
what he had in mind for Muslims
in the United States: “Just to set it
clear, I want surveillance for these
people.” The crowd cheered, in
obvious agreement that “these
people” are suspect, distinct from
Americans of other religions, and
dangerous.
Trump would not allow Syrian
refugees into the country, favours
a national database for Muslims —
US citizens and foreign residents
alike — and has said the concept
of special identification cards for
“these people” is worth considering. This is an idea that has enjoyed a measure of support since
the September 11, 2001, attacks on
New York and Washington. But
no would-be president in recent
memory has advocated a registry
for Muslims.
A Gallup poll in 2007 indicated
that 39% of Americans asked were
in favour of special identification
for Muslims. That same year, a
Washington radio host suggested
that Muslims in the United States
should be identified with a crescent-shaped tattoo or distinctive
arm band. The programme was
a hoax, an experiment meant to
test the views of listeners. Many
called in to agree.
Ever since Trump opened his

campaign with a blistering attack on illegal immigrants from
Mexico — “They are bringing
crime. They’re rapists” — the
dominant topic of the race for
the Republican nomination had
been immigration. After Paris, the
subject became national security,
made up of several components
— immigration, refugees, ISIS and
Islam. After a fake Syrian passport
was found next to the body of one
of the attackers, Syrian refugees
turned into public threat number
one in the minds of many.
The standard hype and exaggerations of an American electoral season gave way to outright
fabrications. One of the most
striking concerned the number of
Syrian refugees President Barack
Obama’s administration intends
to admit. This is 10,000, a tiny
fraction of the Syrians getting
refuge in Europe from the killing
fields of their country. So far, just
more than 2,100 Syrians have
resettled in the United States after
a vetting process that lasts 18-24
months. Germany has opened its
doors to 800,000.
But as anti-refugee, anti-Muslim sentiment sweeps across the
United States, facts don’t matter
to those who want to stoke fear.
Take Trump, his closest rival
Ben Carson and former HewlettPackard chief executive officer
Carly Fiorina, all citing fictitious
numbers.
Trump: “Our president wants
to take in 250,000 people from
Syria. I mean, think of it, 250,000
people.”
Carson: “When the president
says things like, you know,
through an executive order, ‘I’m
going to bring 100,000 people in

The political
climate
evokes
memories
of some of
the most
shameful
chapters in
US history.

here from Syria,’ Congress needs
to say ‘You do that and we’re going to de-fund everything including your breakfast.’”
Fiorina: “I am angry that President Obama unilaterally decides
that we’ll accept up to 100,000
Syrian refugees while his administration admits we cannot determine their ties to terrorism.”
The numbers are plain wrong
but such falsehoods are rarely
countered immediately and by
the time fact-checking organisations brand them as lies, they
have been repeated endlessly
by xenophobes and bigots who
inhabit a parallel universe on the
internet.
Not content with leading the anti-Syrian refugee chorus, Trump
has gone a step further to portray
Muslims in the United States as
terrorist sympathisers. “I watched
when the World Trade Center
came tumbling down (on September 11, 2001),” he said at a rally.
“And I watched in Jersey City,
New Jersey, where thousands and
thousands of people were cheering as that building was coming
down. Thousands of people were
cheering.”
No such thing happened, according to police and New Jersey
state officials, and no video exists.
What does not exist, either, is vigorous condemnation by Republican leaders of falsehoods that
stoke hatred and fear.
Bernd Debusmann is a writer
on foreign affairs based in
Washington. He has reported
from more than 100 countries
and was wounded twice while
covering the civil war in
Lebanon.
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Anti-ISIS coalition needs ground troops in Syria
Sabahat Khan

Dubai

M

ost world powers do
not see a prospect of
defeating the Islamic
State (ISIS), or Daesh
as it is popularly
known in Arabic, without a ground
operation that builds on precision
air strikes.
Indeed, the initial military response to the rise of ISIS triggered
policy debates on the effectiveness
of air power and whether air power
alone could defeat the group.
The utility of air power for intelligence-gathering and precision
targeting against ISIS has proven
its worth, and a growing chorus
of countries continues to deploy
contingents to support air strikes
against ISIS in Syria. At the same
time, the limits of air power have
become apparent as it becomes
clear that a decisive defeat cannot
be inflicted on ISIS without some
manner of military activity on the
ground.

At a minimum,
50,000 troops would
be needed to
effectively take on
the terror group in
ground combat.
For extreme scenarios — for example, such as a total regime collapse — Turkey and Jordan would
already have contingency plans to
move into Syria to establish buffer
zones. Lebanon and Iraq may have
put together similar plans or could
be utilised as launch pads for military manoeuvres designed to establish buffer zones by other countries.

US Senators John McCain, RAriz., and Lindsey Graham, R-S.C.,
have called for a 100,000-strong
ground force constituted mainly
from regional militaries to fight
ISIS in Syria. At a minimum, 50,000
troops would be needed to effectively take on the terror group in
ground combat, as precision air
strikes force it out into the open.
Meeting the troop numbers required is one of many complex
challenges but a large pool of
countries is available as potential
contributors. The United States,
France, the United Kingdom, Turkey, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab
Emirates, Egypt, Jordan, Qatar,
Bahrain and Kuwait represent the
core would-be members of a potential anti-ISIS coalition deploying
into Syria.
The Egyptian position has been
to downplay the idea of sending troops into Syria as it focuses
on confronting the ISIS threat in
its Sinai peninsula. However, it is
likely that the Arab Gulf and United States, whose support remains
critical for Egypt, would pressure
Cairo to pull its weight as a major
Arab power and join an international force for a ground operation
in Syria.
Similarly, Morocco, Sudan and
Mauritania may be asked to come
forward as coalition members.
A formidable coalition force
could be strung together if a clear,
achievable and well-resourced military plan could be laid out by the
United States, whose role is decisive given that any anti-Daesh coalition would only be able to function with US leadership and the
technical capabilities and resources only the Americans can bring.
The need for boots on the ground
to combat ISIS has been known to
political and military leaderships
for some time. The reticence until
now is explained partly by a lack of

Limits of air war. Russian Tupolev Tu-95MS long-range bombers flying over Syria.
appetite of individual countries for
a potentially tricky war mission but
also on how best to frame and communicate a war narrative against
ISIS in Syria in a way that is coherent, consistent and likely to sustain
public approval at home.
For example, the entire Arab
bloc, Turkey, the United States and
European countries all agree that
it is the perpetuation of the Assad
regime that has effectively created
Daesh. If the impact of a coalition
ground campaign against ISIS only
facilitates and perpetuates the Assad regime, then it could well end
in complete failure.
As ISIS has already inspired terrorist attacks around the world
and split public opinion on how to
confront the challenge it is posing,
a failed military campaign in Syria
could have counterproductive and

disastrous results. Without carefully planning entry into Syria for an
anti-Daesh coalition, it is difficult
to predict how the coalition will
interface with the large number of
groups operating inside Syria.
On one side, there are armed
groups, both secular and Sunni-extremist types, such as the Free Syrian Army, Jabhat al-Nusra and Ahrar
al-Sham, the Khorasan Group, Syrian Turkmen brigades and a host of
different Kurdish groups. Yet Syria
is also an operating ground — on invitation of the Assad regime — for
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards
Corps of Iran, the Lebanese Hezbollah, the Iraqi Hezbollah and a
host of other religiously driven
Shia groups.
Now that the Russians have established a base camp in Syria and
stood up the S400 surface-to-air

missile system, effectively giving
its commanders the ability to shoot
down anything in Syrian airspace,
Moscow may be finalising a significant troop deployment of its own.
The buck now stops with the
Russians, with whose intransigence even the United States cannot force an entry for any anti-coalition it would like to lead into fight
inside Syria. Perhaps only a series
of ISIS-inspired attacks in the West
can make a US-led anti-ISIS coalition a reality and force Russia into
making way for it into Syria.
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.

Are Washington and Tehran pursuing the same goals in Syria?
View poi nt

Ali Alfoneh

“

Y

es, there is a
strategy,” US
Secretary of State
John Kerry said in
his December 5th
address at the
Brookings Institution. The US
strategy, he explained, has three
components: “Mobilising a
coalition to defeat Daesh” — the
Islamic State; to “work diplomatically” with Iran, among other
countries, “to bring an end to the
war in Syria”; and “ensure that the
instability created by the war in
Syria does not spread”.
But are Washington and Tehran
pursuing the same goals in Syria?
At first glance, there are reasons
to suggest they are: the emergence of Iranian President Hassan
Rohani, his promise of engaging
in bilateral talks with the United
States, the nuclear agreement
between Iran and the P5+1 and the
menacing rise of the Islamic State
(ISIS) have led some in the West to
hope for a new alignment of strategic interests between Washington
and Tehran.
Rohani, however, commands
little influence over the Islamic
Republic’s regional policies. The Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps
(IRGC) owns this portfolio.
The public statements of IRGC
commanders and the activities
of the corps in Syria make it clear

Sharing ISIS as an enemy
is not likely to bring
Washington and Tehran
closer to each other.

that, beyond a fleeting tactical
convergence of interests, Tehran
is pursuing goals that are the exact
opposite of those of the Obama
administration.
IRGC commander Major-General
Mohammad Ali Jafari and MajorGeneral Qassem Soleimani, head of
the expeditionary Quds Force, have
repeatedly expressed their support
for Syrian President Bashar Assad
and his regime, with Soleimani
promising to stick with Assad “to
the very end”.
Brigadier-General Hossein
Hamadani, the field commander of
the Iranian forces in Syria who was
killed October 7th in the suburbs of
Aleppo, not only praised Assad as
“more obedient to the leader of the
revolution, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, than some of our statesmen”,

he also recalled the supreme leader
stressing the importance of the
“strategic depth” Syria provides for
Iran.
With the aim of securing the survival of the Assad regime, the IRGC
is deploying troops and non-Iranian
Shia militias in Syria. According
to open source data, 210 Iranians,
179 Afghans and 33 Pakistanis — all
Shias, with the exception of two
Iranian Sunnis — were killed in
combat in Syria between January
2012 and December 5, 2015.
While there is no reliable information about the scale of Iraqi Shia
combat fatalities in Syria, Lebanese
Hezbollah is believed to have lost
1,000-1,500 fighters in Syria in the
same period.
As surviving militiamen return
to their home countries, there is a

Once the
Assad
regime’s
survival
is secure,
the IRGC
benefits from
a permanent
low-intensity
crisis in
Syria.

A file picture shows US Secretary of State John Kerry (L) with Iranian Foreign
Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif at United Nations headquarters, last September.

very real risk of the spread or rekindling of sectarian conflicts in those
nations, which is the opposite of
Kerry’s expressed aim of preventing further spread of the war.
Sharing ISIS as an enemy is not
likely to bring Washington and Tehran closer to each other. As a means
of keeping Assad in power, Tehran
is concentrating its military resources against Syrian rebel forces
threatening the Damascus regime,
including the secular opposition,
which might offer an acceptable
alternative to Assad.
In the meantime, Tehran makes
little military effort against ISIS,
which the Islamic Republic considers an alternative worse than Assad. In this regard, too, Kerry looks
in vain for support from Tehran.
Not even Kerry’s desire to bring
an end to the war in Syria is likely
to resonate with the IRGC leadership because continued war in
Syria, the Middle East refugee
crisis and the increased threat of
terrorism from Beirut to Paris only
increase Tehran’s leverage.
Once the Assad regime’s survival
is secure, the IRGC benefits from a
permanent low-intensity crisis in
Syria, which not only legitimises
its military presence there but also
makes Tehran a desirable negotiating partner for the United States
and European powers desperate to
end the slaughter in Syria.
In his Brookings address,
Kerry emphasised the difficulties
of achieving US goals in Syria but,
by looking to Tehran for support,
he may end up making those aims
even less achievable.
Ali Alfoneh is a specialist on Iran
and the Islamic Revolutionary
Guards Corps. He is a senior fellow
at the Foundation for Defense of
Democracies in Washington.
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UK, Germany join air war on ISIS, but long fight ahead
Ed Blanche

Beirut

B

ritain and Germany have
joined the French air
war against the Islamic
State (ISIS) in Syria and
pressure is mounting on
the Netherlands to join the US-led
coalition fighting the group British Prime Minister David Cameron
branded “medieval murderers”.
But despite the European surge
to join the fray, largely in response
to ISIS’s savage November 13th attacks in Paris in which 130 people
were killed and hundreds wounded, there is growing concern that
air power alone will not crush ISIS,
which has flourished amid the turmoil in Syria and Iraq and controls
a self-proclaimed Islamic caliphate
spanning both countries.

The British
and German
contributions
to the growing
air offensive
are modest.
It is becoming increasingly evident that 15 months of coalition
air strikes in Iraq, 95% of them carried out by the Americans, have not
driven ISIS out of territory it has
conquered.
The addition of a few dozen European strike jets is not going to make
much difference unless there is a
sustained and large-scale offensive
on the ground. Cameron warned
darkly that the fight will be long and
hard.
“It’s important to highlight that
a victory against such a group will
neither be easy nor fast,” observed
Beirut-based analyst Haid Haid.
“The slow progress of the current
air strikes is allowing the group to

adapt its tactics to reduce losses.
“The anti-ISIS air strikes in Iraq
and Syria were able to harm ISIS on
many different levels: financially,
militarily and by restricting their
movements and so on. However,
the majority of these gains are tactical and have not translated into a
strategic victory over ISIS… In other
words, the air strikes are not an existential threat to ISIS.”
There are signs that US President
Barack Obama is finally moving towards what he has long struggled
to avoid: American boots on the
ground in Syria. Right now, that is
limited to inserting a 100-man special operations forces team in Iraq
to operate in the Syrian desert east
of the Euphrates, with killing or
capturing ISIS leaders its primary
mission.
There is a swell of opinion in the
military establishment that this
could be the nucleus of a larger
US-led force similar to the specialised US-British counter-insurgency
group that proved so effective during the Iraq war.
The British and German contributions to the growing air offensive
are modest — a reinforced wing of
a dozen Tornado and Typhoon jets
operating from the Royal Air Force
base at Akrotiri on Cyprus from
Britain; six Tornado reconnaissance
jets, a navy frigate and an A310 aerial tanker aircraft from Germany.
France, which also has forces in
Mali fighting jihadists in the Sahel
region, remains the main European contributor. It has 15 fighter
jets based in Jordan and the United
Arab Emirates and 25 more aboard
the nuclear-powered aircraft carrier
Charles de Gaulle now heading to
the eastern Mediterranean.
Britain’s parliament approved
Cameron’s call to hit ISIS in a resounding 397-223 vote on December 2nd after a fiery debate, setting
aside bitter memories of how the
country was hoodwinked into joining the United States in the 2003 in-

A reconnaissance jet of the German Air Force at the military airfield in Jagel, Germany,
on December 4th.
vasion of Iraq, which spawned what
is now ISIS.
Two days later, Germany’s Bundestag gave the green light for sending forces to join the war against
ISIS, a sharp reversal of Germany’s
traditional reluctance to engage in
foreign military operations.
The air build-up underlines Europe’s alarm over the ISIS threat but
it also increases the perils inherent in the steady expansion of the
complex, multifaceted war in Syria,
now in its fifth year. Bombing ISIS
bases will undoubtedly cause civilian casualties that could drive many
recruits into the group’s arms.
Cameron claims there are 70,000
“moderate” rebels in Syria who can
beat ISIS but his assessment is con-

sidered to be wildly optimistic because of the poor military capabilities of the groups and their endless
ideological rivalries.
What is missing is a political strategy aimed at understanding what
makes ISIS tick and why it attracts
such large numbers of recruits.
And there is the question of Syrian President Bashar Assad and his
brutal regime backed by Iran and
Russia, whose air force has been
bombing Western-backed rebels
rather than ISIS because Moscow’s
main objective is keeping Assad in
power. That can only prolong a war
that has killed 250,000 people and
left half of Syria’s 23 million population displaced.
Charles Lister of the Brookings

Doha Centre in Qatar, author of the
just-published The Syrian Jihad:
Al-Qaeda, the Islamic State and the
Evolution of Insurgency and who
has met many of the rebel chieftains, notes that the rebels are badly
splintered with many sharing jihadist ideology.
He conceded that Cameron’s
70,000 fighters exist but stressed:
“In reality, they will not dedicate
all their forces in fighting ISIS. They
will not suddenly overnight become
British tools to fight ISIS as long as
they’re having to fight Assad.”
Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of
The Arab Weekly. He has covered
Middle Eastern affairs since 1967
and lives in Beirut.

Syria’s Turkmen bearing brunt of Ankara’s policies
Manar Abdel Razzak

Gaziantep, Turkey

R

ussian air strikes have extensively targeted Syria’s
minority Turkmen community in obvious retaliation for the downing of
a Russian warplane by Turkey near
the Syrian-Turkish border.
Heavy bombardment hit Turkmen villages in north-western Latakia province, where Turkmen rebels
claimed to have killed one of the
pilots of the Russian jet as he parachuted out of the flaming wreckage.
Within days, more than 10,000
Turkmen were displaced by Russian
air strikes and assaults by regime
forces, with many seeking shelter in
southern Turkey.
Ankara has traditionally expressed solidarity with the Syrian
Turkmen, who are Syrians of Turkish descent. For many Turks, they
are considered an indivisible part of
the Turkish people.

Under the Assad
regimes in Syria,
Turkmen were
banned from
publishing or
writing in Turkish.
Since the outbreak of the rebellion
against Syrian President Bashar Assad’s regime almost five years ago,
Turkmen have received the biggest
Turkish support of all Syrian opposition groups — political, military
and financial. Turkish politicians
consider support for Turkmen in
Syria and Iraq a “national duty” at a
time when Turkish President Recep

Tayyip Erdogan is seeking to create
a “safe zone” on the Turkish-Syrian
border, mainly to protect Turkmen.
Ankara has used its political influence to ensure that Turkmen
had leading positions in the Syrian
opposition. Khaled Khoja became
president of the National Coalition
for Syrian Revolutionary and Opposition Forces in January and Wajih
Jomaa’, another Turkmen, was appointed health minister in the Syrian government in exile.
However, the president of the
Syrian Turkmen Council, Abdel
Rahman Mohamad, denied Ankara’s bias towards the Turkmen community. “Our relationship with the
Turks is similar to other groups in
the opposition. Turkey is supporting all components of the moderate
opposition both morally and financially,” Mohamad said.
He stressed that the creation of
the “safe zone” for which Ankara
is trying to win Western support is
a common demand of all Syrians.
“The zone is useful from a humanitarian aspect and had it been there
from the start, there would not
have been any Daesh or YPG, and
not even refugee camps,” he said in
reference to the Islamic State (ISIS)
and the Kurdish People’s Protection
Units.
Jomaa’ underlined that the Turkmen rebels in rural Latakia “are defending their ancestral land against
Russia’s ballistic missiles and cluster bombs”.
“A big world power (Russia) has
been attacking the rightful owners
of the land, targeting field hospitals,
markets and other civilian places and killing some 34 children,”
Jomaa’ said.
Jabal al-Turkmen, or the Turkmen Mountain, in north-western
Latakia was seized by opposition

Armed Syrian Turkmen villagers near the northern Syrian
village of Yamadi, on the Turkish-Syrian border, Syria, on
November 24th.
groups more than two years ago.
The area was thrust into the news
after Turkey shot down the Russian
jet, triggering a harsh retaliation by
Moscow’s air force that caused the
flight of more than 10,000 Syrian
Turkmen to the Turkish border.
A commander in the Turkmen
Brigade of Sultan Abdel Hamid said
Turkmen fighters would be using
“all kinds of weapons in their possession” to defend their region
against Russian and regime attacks.
The commander, who asked for anonymity, refused to say what type
of weapons they possessed and
whether they included anti-aircraft
missiles.
He played down the possibility
of an intervention by the Turkish
Army in Syria, noting, however, that
“hundreds of Turkish volunteers

are fighting alongside the Turkmen
in several parts of Syria”.
The commander appeared confident that the “safe zone” that Erdogan has been marketing to the
West “is coming and will be set up
within the coming three months to
the latest… We have received US
and Turkish promises,” he said.
The bombardments on Jabal alTurkmen prompted Turkish opposition parties to call on the government to intervene in support of
their “Turkmen kin”.
The leader of the far-right Turkish
Nationalist Movement Party, Devlet
Bahceli, said in recent declarations
to the media that “Turkey should
defend its borders, its sovereignty
and its kin in Syria till the end”.
Bahceli said on this issue his party
stands on the side of Erdogan’s rul-

ing Justice and Development Party
(AKP), despite political differences,
“because it is a national matter that
rises above parties and politics”.
While Turkmen in rural Latakia
apparently have Ankara’s full support, their counterparts in Raqqa
province feel abandoned, despite
their persecution at the hands of
Kurdish YPG fighters who have
reportedly displaced residents of
several Turkmen villages. Ibrahim al-Turkmani from the village
of Hammam al-Turkmen charged
that Ankara was using the Turkmen
of Latakia province “as a card to
achieve political objectives”.
“Had it (Ankara) been really motivated by nationalistic considerations, it should have treated all
members of the community equally,
as Iran did with the (Syrian) Shias.
More than 20,000 Turkmen in the
area of Tal Abyad have been forced
to leave their farms and villages and
all what the Turks did is to let them
into Turkey… We all know the alliance existing between them and the
YPG,” Turkmani said.
There are no clear estimates on
the number of Turkmen in Syria,
although Turkish sources estimate
they total more than 2 million.
Under the Assad regimes in Syria,
Turkmen were banned from publishing or writing in Turkish. The
Turkmen have formed numerous
Turkish-trained rebel groups, including the Syrian Turkmen Brigades, reported to be 2,000-10,000
strong, in 2012, and units named
after Ottoman rulers, including
the Brigade of Sultan Abdel Hamid
and the Brigade of Sultan Murad in
Aleppo.
Manar Abdel Razzak is a Syrian
reporter based in the southern
Turkish city of Gaziantep.
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Trump’s proposal
is bigoted

W

estern politicians, especially in the United States,
have endeavoured since 9/11 to emphasise that
the “war on terror” was by no means a war on
Islam or on Muslims. But Donald Trump’s call for
a “complete and total shutdown” on Muslims
entering the United States takes the fight against
terror to a new and dangerous path.

Banning entry based on religion is unthinkable in today’s world. It
serves only to exploit and stoke irrational fears.
To justify his outrageous proposal, Trump said in a statement
released December 7th that he was reacting to “great hatred towards
Americans by large segments of the Muslim population”. He cited as
evidence polls by the Pew Research Center’s Global Attitudes Project
and the Center for Security Policy (CSP).
However, the arguments he uses to buttress his proposal are not
credible.
When it came out last June, the CSP poll was described as “deeply
flawed” by the Washington-based Bridge Initiative at Georgetown
University. The Center for Security Policy, which bills itself as the
“Special Forces in the War of Ideas”, is described by the Bridge
Initiative as “a group with a history of fear mongering”. Hardly the
neutral or credible scientific institution on which a US presidential
candidate can rely to suggest policies that can affect the lives of
millions.
Trump’s use of Global Attitudes Project data is slanted. Research by
the prestigious US institution has consistently reflected the concern
of Muslim populations about religious extremism and their rejection
of jihadists. In a November 2015 survey, for example, Pew reported
that the Islamic State (ISIS) was viewed negatively by 99% of respondents in Lebanon, 94% in Jordan and 84% in the Palestinian territories.
Muslims should take ownership of the fight against jihadism and
other extremist interpretations of their religion but preaching
indiscriminate war on all Muslims is irresponsible at best. It could
lead to vigilante assaults on Muslim Americans, their mosques and
their places of business. Indeed, a number of such incidents already
have been reported in the wake of San Bernardino.
Trump’s proposal cannot be dismissed as just another election
gimmick with no relevance outside US borders. Those who look for
evidence of US hostility to Muslims and Islam will certainly not
dismiss it as such. Trump’s words carry the weight of his candidacy
for the highest executive office of the United States.
The US electoral debate, especially since the Paris attacks, has been
marked by xenophobic overtones. With a year to go in the US presidential campaign and with the shadow of the jihadist threat looming
over the whole world, the fear factor should not be the prism through
which US relations with the Arab and Muslim world are viewed.
Trump’s attitude could encourage intolerant attitudes outside the
United States. Regional elections in France, which came in the wake
of the Paris attacks, have yielded unprecedented gains for the far
right. France’s socio-economic woes and not just terrorism are to be
blamed for French voters’ rejection of the mainstream.
But immigrants have reason to fear such electoral advances considering the positions of the National Front, the French far right’s flag
bearer.
Integration and inclusion of all minorities, including Muslims, is
what the West needs. Anything else will only further radicalisation
and hate.
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War and peace in the
Middle East

T

he sheer insanity of
war seems to have
spread like a malignant
cancer across North
Africa and the Middle
East. Everywhere you
look war and its by-products
Claude Salhani
— hate, violence and fear — have
never been so present as they are
today in the Arab world.
From the tip of the Arabian peninsula to the valleys of the Two Rivers, from the cedars of Lebanon to
the plains of Anatolia and from the
pyramids of Egypt stretching across
the deserts to the string of pleasant fertile Mediterranean cities
that dot the coast of North Africa,
tens of thousands of civilians have
been killed and millions rendered
homeless.
The refugee crisis
stretching from the MidMoney currently
dle East into Europe and
even beyond is one of the
spent on buying
world’s most serious mass
arms could be used
migration of peoples across
and continents
to advance education borders
since World War II.
There is no immediate
and welfare.
solution to the refugee crisis, there is no magic wand
that will fix everything
immediately assuming that
the concerned powers agree on an
agenda. It will take years, if ever, to
right all the wrongs committed in
this last year alone.
The Christmas season, being
the time of unbridled dreams, one
should imagine if only for a brief
moment, how different the region
would be and how much it would
prosper and develop and just how
much the people would benefit if
and when peace were to replace
war.
For the moment, it is only a
distant dream but dreams can come
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Graffiti under a bridge in downtown Beirut, Lebanon.

true when there is human will.
If the peoples of the Middl East
manage to overcome the divides
separating them and learn to curb
the fears they have of each other’s
differences, the outlook of the region would not be quite the same.
First, money currently spent on
buying arms could be used to advance education and welfare, two
fields in which the region lags.
Second, youth in the region
would have dreams of better lives
at home. The drive to migrate
at any cost would certainly slow
down if not stop altogether.
Third, destructive mindsets
would cease being the trademark
of the MENA region. The Arab
world could, as it did in the Middle Ages, start contributing to the
advancement of thought, science,
technology and medicine. There
is no reason why the Arab and
Muslim world cannot contribute
greatly to such developments the
way it did during the days of Avicenna and Averroes.
Fourth, consider how the tourist industry is hurting more than
ever after terrorist attacks in Tunis
and Egypt. Consider the amount
of foreign currency that would be
pumped into the countries and the
number of jobs created in the tourism industry and offshoots if there
were no terror threat.
Religious tourism could skyrocket if pilgrims of all religions were
able to travel unhindered around
the region to visit the holy cities in
the Palestinian territories, Israel,
Iran, Iraq and Saudi Arabia without
fear of arrest or kidnapping or
of being caught up in political
violence.
Fifth, industrial zones could be
created in parts of the Middle East
with large populations where an
inexpensive and capable labour
force could be found. Only industry can create the tens of thousands of jobs needed to stem youth
unemployment.
Think how prosperous the region
could be if the money invested by
Saudi and Qatari donations as well
as by Western nations and private
corporations — both official and
from private entities — would go to
helping in the causes of development, welfare and progress.
This, of course, is all utopic
under the current circumstances
and hardly likely to be in the offing
in the near future. Though one can
still dream and hope for a miracle.
It is nearly Christmas after all.
Claude Salhani is the Opinion
editor of The Arab Weekly. Follow
him on Twitter @Claudesalhani.
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Russia’s dramatic re-emergence

R

ussia’s stalwart
support for Syrian
President Bashar
Assad has perplexed
and angered a number
of governments,
including the United States, EU
John C.K. Daly
members and a number of Middle
Eastern Sunni-dominated states,
including Turkey, United Arab
Emirates and Saudi Arabia, which
would like to see regime change in
Syria.
Stripped of the overblown
Western and Middle Eastern
critical rhetoric, Russian President
Vladimir Putin has repeatedly
stated his philosophy for providing
such support — “colour revolutions” in the post-Soviet space
and “Arab spring” uprisings are
underwritten by outside countries
seeking to expand their influence
in the targeted nations.
But the destruction of state
structures has led to chaos and
extremism. As proof, the Russian government cites Ukraine,
Libya, Afghanistan, Iraq and Syria.
In the case of the latter, Putin’s
belief is that those who take up
arms against the Assad regime
are de facto terrorists and that the
resulting political power vacuum
in “liberated” areas has allowed extremism, from the al-Qaeda-allied
al-Nusra Front to the Islamic State
(ISIS) to flourish.
This view stands in stark contrast to Western governments,
led by the United States, and the
aforementioned Middle Eastern
governments that maintain there
are “pro-democratic” elements in
the Syrian resistance that
deserve both financial support and armaments.
In the Middle East
Despite these policy
cauldron, stability
polar opposites, in an exadroit display
trumps both Western traordinarily
of diplomacy, Putin’s Rusdemocracy and
sia has not only managed
to bridge the Middle East’s
jihadi extremism.
deepening Sunni-Shia
sectarian divide, maintaining good relations not only
with the UAE, Saudi Arabia
and Egypt and Shia Iran and, perhaps most extraordinarily, Israel as
well, a performance unmatched by

Enhanced stature. Russian President Vladimir Putin gives his annual state of the nation address in
the Kremlin in Moscow, Russia, on December 3rd.
any other nation.
To give an idea of the depth of
Putin’s relations with Middle East
leaders, in the past five weeks
Putin met Iran Supreme Leader
Ali Khamenei, King Abdullah II
of Jordan, Saudi Arabia’s King
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud and
Kuwait’s Emir Sabah al-Sabah and
had telephone conversations with
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah alSisi and Abu Dhabi’s Crown Prince
Mohammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan.
This otherwise singular diplomatic accomplishment has been
marred by the sudden dramatic
worsening of Russia’s relations
with its Black Sea neighbour
Turkey following the latter’s November 24th shooting down of a
Russian Su-24 bomber operating in
Syria after Turkish authorities said
it had violated Turkish airspace.
Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan has made no secret of his
desire to see Assad replaced; in the

worsening diplomatic situation
Russia has accused Ankara of aiding and abetting the Syrian opposition, including the Islamic State
(ISIS). Since the aircraft’s downing
Russia has imposed sanctions on
Turkey and the diplomatic stalemate shows no signs of abating any
time soon.
Russia’s interest in assisting
Middle East allies combat terrorism is not totally altruistic as
a significant number of Russian
citizens are fighting in the ranks
of ISIS and Moscow is understandably nervous about them returning
home with combat skills honed on
Syrian, Iraqi and Libyan battlefields.
Since the 1991 collapse of the
USSR, Russia has fought two brutal
wars in the Caucasus against its
Chechen citizens and the northern
Caucasus still remains turbulent.
About 10% of Russia’s citizenry is
Muslim, whose ranks swell every

year with guest workers from
Central Asian nations, primarily
Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan.
Russia’s policies are accordingly
far more in tune with many Middle
Eastern governments than those of
the West, which deliver lectures on
human rights and democracy even
as they undercut uncooperative
regimes. Small wonder then at the
queue of Middle Eastern leaders
wanting to meet with Putin.
In the Middle East cauldron,
stability trumps both Western
democracy and jihadi extremism,
leading to perceptions there that
Russia’s presence helps guarantee
stability. It is a simple truth that
Ankara, Brussels and Washington
have yet to acknowledge but one
that they ignore at their peril.
John C.K. Daly is a
Washington-based specialist on
Russian and post-Soviet affairs.

Please leave our terrorists alone!

P

lease leave our terrorists alone!
My concern is simply
this: Does the West, led
by the United States,
have any reasonable
workable plan to solve the terror
Mustafa Fetouri
puzzle?
The United States has been leading the so-called war on terror since
2001, right after the 9/11 attacks on
New York and the Pentagon.
In October 2001, it invaded
Afghanistan, toppled the Taliban
government and killed an unknown
number of people. After each
drone strike we are told that some
big terrorist leader was targeted
and killed. No news is given about
“collateral” damage, which often
includes civilians killed, animals
obliterated, weddings turned into
funerals and homes destroyed.
In 2003, the United States ganged
up with the United Kingdom to
invade and occupy Iraq because,
among other reasons, Saddam Hussein was evil and eliminating him
contributed to the war on terror efforts, making America and
the world a better place.
The Islamic State
In that war, the United
States lost more than
(ISIS) never existed
4,000 people, including
those who were offered US
before the US-led
citizenship in return for
invasion of Iraq.
fighting in Iraq. During the
subsequent occupation,
US soldiers committed heinous crimes against Iraqis
in the infamous Abu Ghraib
prison. It is from Camp Bucca, another notorious prison, that Islamic
State leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi
was graduated after four years in

Blowback. An Italian soldier patrols near the Colosseum, in Rome.
confinement.
In 2011 America, France, the
United Kingdom and other major
Western powers were busy planning and helping the “Arab spring”
to bring us, in the Middle East,
from Yemen to Tunisia, freedom
and liberation. It turned out to be
a metaphor for more terror, death,
destruction, insecurity and displacement.
Despite all the efforts, billions of
dollars wasted, thousands killed
and even more displaced, terror is
increasing and widening its reach
from Beirut to Paris and forcing
major powers not only to panic
but to also take unprecedented
measures including imposing, as
France did, a state of emergency
and passing new laws further limiting freedoms.
Between 2001 and now, we have

been cursed with more terror
organisations whose scope and
brutality have not been witnessed
since World War II.
The Islamic State (ISIS) never
existed before the US-led invasion
of Iraq just as al-Qaeda never appeared before the Soviet invasion
of Afghanistan in 1979 and Ansar
al-Sharia was never heard of in my
country, Libya, let alone in Yemen
and Tunisia, before the “Arab
spring” of 2011.
It was France, the United Kingdom and the United States that
kept preaching about the “Arab
spring” but it is us living in the region who have been paying a heavy
price every day since then.
With each drone they send to kill
someone in our part of the world,
they radicalise more of us and send
them right into the arms of ISIS and

whatever will inherit its position if
they ever destroy it.
So please leave our terrorists
alone.
We know them, we know who
supports them and who funds
them. The West, the United States
in particular, has long been part of
the problem and can only be part of
the solution if they listen to us first.
If ISIS and terrorism in general is
an idea or a belief stepped in some
kind of dogma then defeating it requires more of the same and fewer
bombs, wars and drones. Since
2001 and after the great sacrifices
made and expenditures, there is no
return on such a huge investment
in fighting terror.
So far nothing has worked and
nothing proved to be anywhere
near being a good remedy against
terrorism. All possible solutions at
this stage are costly and all of them
will take a very long time to be effective in a world in which seconds
matter.
I am a Muslim from the region,
which gives me some advantage
to better understand the puzzle,
maybe a little better than most of
you readers. Yet if you ask me what
is the solution, I can hardly answer
your question. I can only say it’s
too late, too costly, too long, too
difficult and too demanding. Yet I
believe it’s better than all solutions
being applied so far.
Leave our terrorists alone.
Mustafa Fetouri is a Libyan analyst
at IHS Global Insight, author and
freelance journalist. This article
was originally published by
www.middle-east-online.com.
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After Sinjar, ISIS feels pinch in Mosul
Omar Hejab

Baghdad

T

he Islamic State (ISIS) is
feeling the pinch in Mosul,
Iraq’s second largest city.
The militants are under
pressure in the northern
Iraqi city, having lost a major supply
route running through Sinjar, some
130 km to the west, to their capital,
the Syrian city of Raqqa.
With a US-led coalition intensifying its bombing campaign in the
area, some ISIS militants are anxious that their rule in Mosul is drawing to an end, residents said. As a
result, they said more militants are
defecting, fleeing with Iraqi refugees into Syria.
Mohammed, a 37-year-old civil
engineer and one of five Mosul
residents interviewed by The Arab
Weekly, said organisational disputes and the growing frustration
of a population increasingly resentful of ISIS had dealt serious blows to
the group.
Some of Mosul’s Sunni tribes
backed ISIS when it captured the
city on June 10, 2014. Since then,
Iraq’s Shia-dominated government
has repeatedly promised a military
offensive to retake Mosul but progress has been slow, in part because
of ISIS gains elsewhere in the country. In May, militants drove Iraq’s
army out of Ramadi, capital of the
western province of Anbar, some
120 km west of Baghdad.
Despite the promises, there are
few signs of an imminent military
operation to retake Mosul.
“They are so edgy now,” Mohammed insisted, referring to ISIS lead-

ers in the city, which he said once
hosted a number of foreign fighters,
including some from Australia, the
United Kingdom and France.
“They’re eliminating some of
their most influential local commanders, as a reprimand to others
and to scare off the people,” he said.
He pointed out that Nasser alAmoonah al-Takriti, an ex-al-Qaeda
in Iraq leader and later a commander of a special operations brigade
in ISIS, was killed in a main Mosul
square on November 28th because
he sought to “retire”.
Mohammed said ISIS was growing increasingly impatient with Mosul residents outside the group who
refused its orders. He and the other
Mosul residents said they witnessed
the November 12th killing of Abdullah Sultan al-Abidi, the chairman of
the University of Mosul’s Physics
Department.

Despite the
promises, there are
few signs of an
imminent military
operation to retake
Mosul.
ISIS militants shot Abidi several
times in the head and body, killing
him in another square in Mosul. The
professor is said to have refused an
ISIS request to develop a biological
weapon to use against government
forces.
Mosul resident Thanoon Yunis insisted that “things were much better six months ago”.
“At the time, they tried to show
us a kind face, that they cared for
the people. They were patient and
helpful. They paved new roads,

cleaned and lit up streets and forced
a reduction in the prices of all commodities,” Yunis said.
“But their loss in Sinjar made
them seethe with anger and later
they turned jumpy because they’re
anxious over what’s next,” he said.
“The tumultuous state of mind
they’re in is clear. We can see it. As
soon as you look in the face of one
of them, he instantly takes out his
anger at you and starts questioning
you: ‘Why are you looking at me?
You want to give away information
about me? You don’t like me?’
“When he’s done with you, you’d
be shaken to death and you can
barely stand up,” Yunis added.
On November 13th, Kurdish peshmerga forces, backed by US air cover, recaptured most of Sinjar, cutting off a major supply line to ISIS.
Although some Mosul truck drivers, forced by ISIS to find alternative routes, stumbled on one linking
their city with Raqqa in Syria, the
road is unsafe, according to Mohammed.
He said a 60-km stretch out of
an estimated 450-km distance between the ISIS strongholds is unpaved. Dirt turns to mud in winter,
which could make it impossible for
trailers to complete the journey.
According to Mosul residents, the
new route heads south out of the
city rather than west. Trucks drive
to Tal Abtah on a paved highway,
then take the dirt road until Qayrawan, which is also known as Balij,
a sub-district south-west of Mosul.
They take a paved road there, not
far from Mount Sinjar, and then into
Syria.
Another resident, Ibrahim Najjar,
said although ISIS militants confine
themselves to certain areas in the

city, mainly to be among the population such as in the marketplace,
the number of fighters is “big”.
“There are several hundred of
them scattered across different areas in groups,” he said. He said his information came from a relative who
had recently joined the militants.
“There are foreigners here, too,

but not as visible as they used to
(be),” he said. “They mostly do the
planning and supervise the men in
the field from the comfort of their offices in town.”
Omar Hejab, using a pseudonym
used for safety reasons, is an Arab
Weekly contributor in Iraq.

The Kurds’ Sinjar triumph over ISIS turns bitter

View poi nt

Harvey
Morris

T

he recapture of the
north-western Iraqi
town of Sinjar in
mid-November was a
signal victory for
Kurdish forces who
had ignominiously abandoned its
majority Yazidi population in the
face of an onslaught by the
Islamic State (ISIS) more than a
year earlier.
It was also a vindication of a
policy of air strikes by a US-led
coalition that has helped push back
the jihadists from around a quarter
of the Iraqi territory they seized in
mid-2014.
However, in a complex situation in which a range of international and local forces appear more
concerned with safeguarding their
own interests than in pursuing a
united anti-ISIS strategy, the recovery of Sinjar may raise as many
challenges as it resolves.
It has done little to reassure
the Sunni Arab population of the
region that liberation by Kurdish
forces, let alone by hostile Iranianbacked Shia militias operating
elsewhere in Iraq, is preferable
to suffering the indignities and
hardships of surviving under the
arbitrary rule of ISIS.
If anything, the Sinjar campaign reinforced prejudices about
the Kurds, increasing suspicions
among Sunni Arabs that the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG)
in Iraq was focused on expanding
and consolidating its own borders
rather than in liberating its Sunni

Arab neighbours.
Amid reports of the expulsion
of Arabs from recaptured territory
near the Sinjar front and elsewhere, local Sunni leaders have
warned that the Kurds risk driving
them into the arms of ISIS. Soon
after Sinjar was retaken, reports
emerged of returning Yazidi militiamen looting and burning Sunni
homes, a phenomenon denounced
by Amnesty International earlier in
the year after the recapture of villages north of the town.
The reported Yazidi abuses
might be judged in the light of the
terror and murder inflicted on the
community by ISIS but they clearly
undermine any attempt to draw
Sunni Arabs into an anti-jihadist
coalition. Comments by returning Yazidis indicated that they
regarded all local Arabs as de facto
collaborators.
Reclaiming Sinjar had done nothing to enhance Sunni Arab support
for the anti-ISIS war, according to
Denise Natali, senior researcher at
the US National Defense University.
“In some ways, the Sinjar after-

math has done just the opposite
by reinforcing the ethno-sectarian
conflicts into which ISIL has been
superimposed,” she wrote in a
commentary in late November, using another acronym for ISIS.
Kurds and Yazidis might regard
such viewpoints as amounting
to blaming the victims. Within a
fractured Iraqi society, it is at least
understandable that such communities would put their own perceived interests first rather than accommodate Arab neighbours who
are regarded with suspicion. And it
is worth setting this latest manifestation of historic Kurdish-Arab
tensions against an honourable
Kurdish record of providing refuge
to tens of thousands of displaced
Arab Iraqis.
Tensions are not confined to
Kurds, Yazidis and Arabs. Among
the Kurds, KRG leaders have played
down the role of their ideological
rivals in the Kurdistan Workers’
Party (PKK) and the Syrian Kurdish People’s Protection Units. The
latter are a vital element in the
coalition fighting against ISIS in

The Sinjar
campaign
reinforced
prejudices
about the
Kurds.

Reclaiming Sinjar had
done nothing to enhance
Sunni Arab support for
the anti-ISIS war.
A tunnel used by ISIS militants in the town of Sinjar, Iraq, on December 1st.

neighbouring Syria.
None of these tensions, in any
event, should eclipse the positive
aspects of the Sinjar victory. The
operation provided evidence that
a coordinated strategy involving
effective ground troops backed
by coalition air strikes can turn
the tide against the jihadists. The
operation was run from a joint
Kurdish-coalition war room in the
Iraqi Kurdish capital of Erbil. ISIS
supply lines are more vulnerable
since the recapture of Sinjar and
their stronghold of Mosul no longer
appears as secure as it looked just a
few months ago.
The received wisdom, however,
is that no successful assault against
the jihadists’ Iraqi “capital” can be
mounted without the cooperation
of local Sunnis. It is certainly not
an operation that the Kurds would
be prepared to undertake on their
own. They have a sorry history of
fighting other people’s wars and
the KRG has never expressed a
territorial claim to Iraq’s second
largest city.
At the very least, Sinjar has
contributed to undermining the
perception that ISIS is somehow
unbeatable in the face of a fractured opposition. Its unique selling
point as a jihadist movement was
that it could seize, hold and administer territory. Since its high point
in mid-2014, however, that territory
has been shrinking.
ISIS may continue to hold some
attraction for those Sunni Arabs
who fear the uncertainties of
“liberation” by Kurds or Shias but
at some point they may conclude
that there is no virtue in submitting
to the imposed rule of a movement
that is in retreat.
Harvey Morris has worked in the
Middle East for many years and
written several books, including
No Friends but the Mountains:
The Tragic History of the Kurds
published in 1993.
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Saudi candidates kick off election campaigns
Women are running for public office for the first time in the kingdom
The Arab Weekly staff

Jeddah

O

fficial campaigning for
municipal elections in
Saudi Arabia has begun
and for the first time
women are running for
public office, ushering in a new era
of female participation in the kingdom’s decision-making process.
The December 12th elections
mark the first time women in the
kingdom have run for office since a
2011 order by the late King Abdullah bin Abdulaziz Al Saud. “We’re
making history,” candidate Haifa
al-Hababi told the BBC. Her generation, she said, “will bring change”.

Approximately
130,000 women
have registered to
vote but their
participation has not
been universally
welcomed.
However, the Saudi democratic
experiment has not gone off without snags. A number of potential
candidates complained of being
disqualified from campaigning for
no apparent reason.
Among the candidates barred
from seeking election are three
well-known women’s rights activists, one of whom has previously
been detained for challenging the
kingdom-wide ban on female driving.
Loujain al-Hathloul was arrested
by Saudi border police in December
2014 when she attempted driving
into the kingdom from the United
Arab Emirates. She was pardoned

by King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al
Saud in February.
Other female candidates who
were dropped from the list of authorised candidates include driving activist Tamadour al-Yami and
human rights activist Nassima alSadah, who both vowed to appeal
the ban.
A number of the disqualified candidates have decided to lodge complaints with the Interior Ministry,
the Ministry of Municipal and Rural Affairs and the Board of Grievances, an independent administrative judicial committee that reports
directly to the king.
The candidates are demanding
explanations for why their names
were removed from the list of participants without apparent justification, warning or official notification. They said they only found out
they were disqualified a day before
the campaign was to begin.
Mohammed al-Turki, a barred
candidate for the Eastern Province, said he was stunned to learn
his name had been removed from
the list of approved participants,
calling the decision to do so “arbitrary.” He said he did not violate
any campaign regulations.
Turki stressed that the methodology used by the General Elections Commission was not sound,
the latest example of which saw
the release of the final list of candidates in an untimely fashion.
Candidates had spent a significant
amount of money and exerted a lot
of time and effort only to find out
a day before official campaigning
started that they had been disqualified. Turki lodged an official complaint but said he has yet to receive
a reply.
These are the third municipal
elections in the kingdom since
2005. Approximately 7,000 candi-

Saudi woman candidate Fawzia al-Harbi next to a male chaperone at a shopping mall in Riyadh, on
November 29th.
dates, including some 900 women,
are contesting 284 municipal council seats.
Candidates have been actively
campaigning on both traditional
and new media, with posters displayed in areas where candidates
are campaigning for votes. However, noticeably absent from the
campaign were pictures of the candidates, which the election committee banned both sexes from
displaying.
In mid-November, head of the
Executive Committee for the Mu-

nicipal Council Elections Judeea
Al-Qahtani asked both male and
female candidates not to use their
images on campaign posters and
to refrain from the use of slogans
and symbolic images including the
national flag. Qahtani also warned
against offensive and sectarian language.
Other restrictions include a ban
on television campaigning, insulting voters or other candidates, seditious language and hate speech.
Campaigning is only permissible in
Arabic.

According to government figures, approximately 130,000 women have registered to vote but their
participation has not been universally welcomed.
In a Twitter exchange that encapsulated the difference of opinion
over female participation in Saudi
politics, a male Twitter user wrote
that “A nation fails if their leader is
a woman,” only to be rebuked by
a female user who responded: “So
Britain and Germany failed and the
Arab states were victorious with
their men.”

UAE denies IRENA representation reflects Israel policy change
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

T

he United Arab Emirates
dismissed reports that its
hosting Israel’s mission
to the International Renewable Energy Agency
(IRENA) reflected a change of policy
towards the Jewish state.
Despite speculation, especially
in Israeli media, describing the decision as a harbinger of a thaw in
relations between Israel and the
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), of
which the UAE is a member, there
have been no indications the presence in Abu Dhabi of an Israeli representative to IRENA will mean
much beyond accreditation to the
international agency.
UAE officials point out that the
Israeli representative will only be
accredited to IRENA and not to the
Emirati government.
“Any agreement between IRENA
and Israel does not represent a
change in the position of the UAE
or its relations with Israel,” Director of Communications at the UAE
Ministry of Foreign Affairs Maryam
al-Falasi said in statements reported
by the Emirati official news agency
WAM.

The Israeli
representative will
only be accredited to
IRENA and not to the
Emirati government.
“IRENA is an international, independent agency that works according to the laws, regulations and
norms that govern the work of such
organisations,” she said.
The presence of Israeli representatives within IRENA does not

File picture shows the Masdar Institute campus, part of Masdar City in Abu Dhabi, United Arab
Emirates, where the International Renewable Energy Agency is based.
involve obligation on the host country with regards to its diplomatic relations or any other relations, added
Falasi
Emmanuel Nahshon, a spokesman for the Israeli Foreign Ministry,
also denied that the accreditation of
an Israeli representation to IRENA
had any implications in terms of relations between UAE and Israel.
Speaking on Al Jazeera television,
Nahshon stressed the Israeli representative will be accredited to IRENA, not the UAE Foreign Ministry.
“We only have an accredited diplomat to represent Israel at IRENA,
which is an international organisation that happened to be based in
Abu Dhabi,” he said, adding that
“the representative will be a resident diplomat in Abu Dhabi with

IRENA only”.
According to a November 27th
statement issued by IRENA, under
the Headquarters Agreement, the
UAE, as host country, is responsible for the provision of facilities
and services that ensure the proper
functioning of the agency’s work.
The statement said: “The Headquarters Agreement grants all IRENA members the right to establish
permanent missions accredited to
the agency, to strengthen the global
platform it is creating for cooperation in the field of renewable energy.
“Israel is a member of the agency.
Under the agreement, the work of
member missions is confined to engagement with the agency in implementation of its work programme
focused on the uptake of renewable

energy and bears no implication on
the relation between the member of
IRENA and the host country.”
Israel is the only country with a
representative in the UAE solely accredited to IRENA. Its status is being
compared to Iran’s presence in the
New York-based United Nations despite the country’s lack of diplomatic relations with the United States.
In the Arab world, Israel only
has embassies in Egypt and Jordan
based on peace treaties signed in
1979 and 1994, respectively. The
UAE and the rest of the Arab world
do not formally recognise the state
of Israel and often vehemently criticise Israel’s occupation of Palestinian territories.
In January 2014, the UAE faced
controversy over the participation

of Israeli minister Silvan Shalom in
the annual IRENA General Assembly in Abu Dhabi. UAE’s Minister of
State for Foreign Affairs Anwar Gargash rejected the criticism.
“The UAE has been able, through
a delicate balance, to differentiate between Israel’s membership
in IRENA and the normalisation of
bilateral ties, which Israel has been
seeking,” he tweeted. “[The UAE]
will not rush into a free normalisation with Israel, like other countries
did,” he said.
Emirati official sources say Abu
Dhabi is not interested in normalisation with Israel. Gulf analysts say
GCC countries believe they have
nothing to gain from formal ties
with Israel, as that would only play
into the hands of Iran.
The coolness of Gulf reactions
contrasts with Israel’s seeming eagerness to normalise relations. Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu told the United Nations in
September: “The dangers of nuclear-armed Iran and the emergence of
other threats in our region have led
many of our Arab neighbours to recognise, finally recognise, that Israel
is not their enemy. And this affords
us the opportunity to overcome the
historic animosities and build new
relationships, new friendships, new
hopes.”
Tensions between the UAE and
Israel escalated in 2010 after it was
revealed that members of Israel’s
Mossad intelligence service had assassinated a Hamas official in Dubai
hotel.
Qatar, which used to host an Israeli trade office in Doha, closed
that representation following Israeli
military attacks on the Gaza Strip.
Oman had shut its Israeli trade office
in 2000.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The Arab Weekly.
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EU labelling guidelines revive diplomatic battle
Dominique Roch

Paris

D

espite Israeli charges
that the European Commission guidelines for
the mandatory labelling
of products originating
from Jewish settlements in Palestinian territories occupied in 1967
are “disguised anti-Semitism”, Palestinians are convinced that the Israeli campaign against the move is
about the future of the West Bank
and East Jerusalem.
In this crucial battle, the Palestinians say they have scored a point no
matter how symbolic.
“The main thing for us is that
the Israeli-Palestinian borders of
1967 have been reaffirmed by the
European Union, and this at a time
where the Israeli government plans
to double in the coming years the
number of Israeli settlers on our
land,” said Hadi Shebli, a senior Palestinian diplomat based in Brussels.
The European Commission labelling guidelines state very clearly:
“The European Union, in line with
international law, does not recognise Israel’s sovereignty over
the territories occupied by Israel
since June 1967, namely the Golan
Heights, the Gaza Strip and the West
Bank — including East Jerusalem —
and does not consider them to be
part of Israel’s territory irrespective
of their status under domestic Israeli law.”

Palestinians hope
the move will
snowball into
something bigger.
Therefore, the EU document
adds: “Since the Golan Heights and
the West Bank, including East Jerusalem, are not part of the Israeli
territory, according to international
law, the indication ‘product from
Israel’ is considered to be incorrect
and misleading.”
For the European Union, products originating in Jewish settlements should clearly carry a label

Labelling occupation. An Israeli settler prepares olive oil containers at an olive press factory in the Jewish settlement of Shilo in the
occupied West Bank.
specifying they were made in a settlement.
The political implications of the
EU wording in the recently published labelling guidelines have
equally not been lost on Israeli
Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu, as shown by his decision to suspend diplomatic contacts with the
European Union, making it difficult
for the European Union to go on
with its efforts to revive the stalled
Israeli-Palestinian peace process
based on a two-state solution.
Israeli relations with some EU
members have soured as a result
of the current fight. Belgian Foreign Minister Didier Reynders postponed a visit to Israel after it was
made clear to him that he would not
meet Netanyahu, who acts as foreign minister in the current ruling
coalition. Similarly, Austrian ViceChancellor Reinhold Mitterlehner
cancelled his visit to Israel because
the Israeli Science and Technology
minister insisted on hosting him in
“east Jerusalem, the eternal capital
of Israel”.
The Israeli prime minister also

condemned, during a cabinet meeting, what he described as scandalous statements made by Sweden’s
foreign minister after the latter told
the Swedish parliament that Israel
was conducting extra-judicial executions of Palestinian stabbing suspects. The Israeli Foreign Ministry
had accused the European Union of
adopting the labelling guidelines at
a time when the country was facing
a wave of stabbing attacks.
Shebli said: “Netanyahu is using
the EU labelling guidelines to prevent the EU from filling the void
left by the Obama administration,
which has given up on efforts to revive the peace process in what is its
final year in office.”
Israel is resorting to a series of
arguments to counter the EU labelling guidelines and is claiming that
Palestinian workers employed in
Jewish settlements will be the first
ones to suffer if they lose their jobs
following a drop in sales of Jewish settlements goods in European
markets.
If the Israelis are so keen on the
well-being of the Palestinian pop-

ulation, counter Palestinian diplomats in Brussels, they should
withdraw from areas C and B under
the Oslo agreements that make up
more than 60% of the occupied
West Bank including the Jordan
valley and allow us to invest there,
which will yield a revenue of $4
billion yearly, according to a World
Bank report estimate.
In any case, one month after the
European Union published guidelines to its 28 members about how
to label goods “from the territories
occupied by Israel since June 1967”,
nothing has really been done in European markets. Consumers cannot
yet tell whether they are buying
fruit and vegetables, wine, honey
or cosmetics produced in Israel
proper or in Jewish settlements.
Some countries, such as Germany,
Greece or Hungary, are reportedly
not enthusiastic about specifying
the origin of such products.
“State members cannot refuse to
implement EU legislation on the origin of products. It took three years
of debate and a request by 16 countries earlier this year for the EU to

finally come out with the labelling
guidelines,” a Western diplomat
speaking on condition of anonymity said. “At best, countries can drag
their feet but sooner or later, everybody will have to come round.”
For the time being, the economic
impact on Israel of the labelling
of goods originating from Jewish
settlements in occupied Palestinian territories will be minimal and
won’t affect the $13 billion yearly
volume of trade between the European Union and Israel, which
benefits from preferential tariffs in
European markets.
Yet Palestinians hope the move
will snowball into something bigger and lead to the banning of settlement products in European markets. They say settlers are robbing
the Palestinian natural resources,
such as land and water, and are also
the main reason preventing the implementation of the two-state solution.
Dominique Roch is a regular
analyst and special correspondent
for The Arab Weekly.

Israel shuts down Palestinian radio stations
Malak Hasan

Ramallah

S

ince the onset of renewed
Palestinian violence in
September, Israel has been
increasingly targeting Palestinian media offices,
journalists and social media activists to thwart what it calls Palestinian “incitement” against Israeli
occupation.
A patriotic song by Lebanese
singer Fairuz called Sanarjiu Yawman (We’ll Return One Day) played
on a West Bank radio station was
considered a provocation. The
song is dedicated to Palestinian refugees and their descendants
who fled or were driven out of their
homes in wars with Israel since its
creation on May 14, 1948.

Israel’s moves
underline its
anxiousness about a
Palestinian
population irked by
the Israeli
occupation.
Social media were not spared.
Tamara Abu Laban, 14, posted on
Facebook an apology to friends
and family if she had upset them.
She was questioned, placed under
house arrest and fined by Israeli
authorities who suspected she was
voicing remorse ahead of a suicidal
attack, as jihadists do.

National flags or slogans are as
much a violation as graphic images
posted on social media of Palestinians stabbing Israelis in the latest violence fuelled by Palestinian suspicion that Israel seeks to
change the status quo at a revered
Jerusalem shrine.
Israel’s moves underline its anxiousness about a Palestinian population irked by the Israeli occupation of the West Bank and the Gaza
Strip. With peace talks unlikely to
resume, Israel is opting for muzzling public freedom.
In November, radio stations in
Jenin and Hebron — north and
south of the West Bank — drew unwanted Israeli attention. Israeli authorities warned the Jenin station
that it faced closure and property
confiscation and police raided the
Hebron broadcaster under the pretext it was “encouraging the public
to commit acts of violence against
the state of Israel”.
Israeli journalist Yoray Liberman
said he was against the closure
of any media outlet, or choking
freedom of the press, opinion and
expression. “That would only inflame the situation,” he said.
Liberman insisted there has
been “incitement by both sides,
Israeli and Palestinian. Everyone is
scared and fear is running high on
both sides.”
He said Israel was responsible for
preventing provocations but noted
that he does not “think it is doing
enough to stop the incitement on
the Israeli side”.
Israeli Civil Administration cautioned that Nas FM in Jenin was

(Credit: Photographer Fadi Arouri)
An Israeli soldier pepper sprays a Palestinian video journalist
covering confrontations near the illegal settlement of Beit El, at
the northern entrance of West al-Bireh city.
“regularly broadcasting phrases of
incitement, which encourage committing acts of violence against
[Israeli] citizens and soldiers”, according to the warning sent by fax
on November 27th and made available to The Arab Weekly by station
officials.
Palestinian journalists at stations
that received similar threats claim
they have never used phrases that
would encourage acts of violence
or even fuel the current unrest.
Tariq Switat, Nas FM manager,
said he demanded explanations

from Israel but only “received
vague answers”.
“Israel might consider verses
from the Quran or even the national anthem or the term ‘occupation’
as a form of incitement,” he said.
Nas FM has stopped broadcasting patriotic songs to protect the
station from being raided and shut
down, Switat said.
He explained that he was archiving all shows in case such a claim
was used to close the station or
harass its journalists.
While Nas FM’s broadcast con-

tinues to be monitored, Hebron’s
al-Hurriya radio station was closed
following incitement allegations.
Station Manager Ayman alQawasmi said the station was ordered closed on November 3rd for
six months for alleged incitement
against Israel.
“Fourteen Israeli Army patrols
raided our neighbourhood. Israeli
soldiers then broke into the station,
vandalised the interior and confiscated all transmission devices,
computers, cameras, microphones
and printers,” Qawasmi said.
He said the station was targeted because it documented and
exposed Israel’s attacks against
Palestinians. “We are heard by 3
million Palestinians and we have
continuously managed to expose
Israel’s deception and violations.
They want the Israeli story to be
heard only and muzzle the Palestinian voice,” he said.
The closure will cost al-Hurriya
$350,000, Qawasmi added.
Deputy Information Minister
Mahmoud Khalifa said Israel was
liable for encroaching on areas under Palestinian command and that
“Israel has no jurisdiction there”.
Israel’s main goal, Khalifa said,
was to drive the Palestinian media
“into submission”.
“To Israel, a Palestinian has only
two options: either fully submit
and accept the occupation or be
labelled anti-peace, murderer and
terrorist,” he said.
Malak Hasan, based in Ramallah,
has covered Palestinian-Israeli
issues for more than five years.
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Human rights in the age of terror

Debate

Human rights are not a suicide pact
Chibli Mallat

Beirut

O

n the annual celebration
of Human Rights Day, its
worst possible nemesis
is steadily displacing it.
It is called terrorism,
more accurately state terrorism.
And here we must take a firm stand
on language: Terrorism and counterterrorism mean exactly the same
thing.
Lest we forget, ‘”terror” was born
in the French revolution as state
politics. On September 5, 1793, terror was declared à l’ordre du jour officially, at the roster of the French
National Convention.
The reasons then are similar to
the reasons now: By using violence
to challenge peace and order in
the state, those who opposed the
French government lured it into
becoming an increasingly fierce terrorist machine using counter-violence to eradicate them.

A philosophy of
human rights does
not mean
impotence,
stupidity or
ineffectiveness.
More than 200 years later, the
pattern remains the same. The
state (represented by the executive)
sheds the rule of law and grows
oblivious to human rights. A terrorist state does one thing: its government removes or waters down hardwon human rights.
In revolutionary France two laws
followed the terrorist order of the
day in 1793. The Small Terror started with the “law of suspects” by
denying the accused the right to a

proper defence. The Grand Terror
amplified the removal of basic human rights, including the right to
an attorney; 40,000 French citizens
were killed in the following months
under those laws, with little or no
due process.

Punishing the guilty
in accordance to
proper procedure is
the necessary face of
human rights.
The same process is getting repeated 200 years hence. Human
rights have been eroding since the
September 11, 2001, attacks and are
further set back by the policy adopted following the Paris massacres on
November 13th. Under this policy,
human rights will erode further at
every new massacre. With macabre episodes following each other
relentlessly in a globalised world,
democratic governments become
more “terrorist” as they shed more
human rights to “counter terrorism”.
For the United States after 9/11,
the retreat from human rights took
the shape of the USA Patriot Act. It
was followed by wars in Afghanistan and Iraq and by officially declared global war on terrorism and
war on al-Qaeda, now on the Islamic
State (ISIS). In France, the French
president declared November 13th
that “the country was at war” and
decreed the Etat d’urgence the following day.
Squads of police have descended
on flats and houses across the country, forcing doors open with no judicial oversight, arresting suspects
and taking them away.
Internationally, suspects are targets of both civil and criminal penalties. Specially designated global
terrorist supporters are put on black

British police officers outside Victoria railway station in London, on December 7th.
lists without warning and with no effective judicial remedy.
These citizens can’t open bank
accounts. They can’t board planes.
Such domestic “suspects” are far
luckier than the suspects who live
abroad. Foreign suspects become,
without knowing it, the target of extrajudicial assassination executed
by drones. There are not even attempts by the state, thousands of
miles away, to pretend it is trying to
arrest them.
The alternative is plain. Punishing the guilty in accordance to proper procedure is the necessary face of
human rights. It vests in the prin-

cipled attachment to the universal
declaration of human rights in the
various domestic forms it takes in
democratic countries, and with an
increased activation of proper judicial reach on the international
scene.
Domestically, the judiciary can
be asked to step up and guide justice for the people who are killed.
Internationally, human rights mean
the resistance to declarations of war
that will put the enemy on the same
moral keel, mass internments and
drones. The human rights alternative policy also means allowing the
effective international reach to the

judiciary. The international judge
will step up if trusted and enabled.
A philosophy of human rights
does not mean impotence, stupidity or ineffectiveness. Human rights
are not a suicide pact. They are the
pact of free human beings to ensure
that they do not end up looking like
the mirror image of the wanton killers who challenge them.
Chibli Mallat is an international
human rights lawyer and a law
professor. His latest book,
Philosophy of Nonviolence, was
published at Oxford University
Press.

Security should not contradict human rights

View poi nt

Alaya Allani

D

uring his visit to
Egypt in August, US
Secretary of State
John Kerry stated
that, while there
was concern over
human rights in Egypt, the
United States continues to back
Egypt in its war on terrorism.
A month later, Russia started its
war on terror in Syria and, in November, terrorism struck in Paris.
European politicians picked up
the cue and began talking about
making security the top priority
even at the expense of human
rights.
In a similar train of events
between March and November,
Tunisia experienced its deadliest terrorist attacks yet. Human
rights advocates at the time were
adamant in their refusal of any
constraint on freedoms under the
guise of fighting terrorism even
if the latter dealt serious blows
to tourism and investment in the
country.
But as soon as terrorist attacks
spread to Europe and the United
States, a totally different approach
to the issue of human rights was
in vogue, which makes one wonder whether the debate over the
universality versus the specificity
of human rights is settled. It also
begs the question of how to deal
with human rights within the context of the war on terrorism.

For the security situation
to improve, a new
cohabitation pact must
be found in which human
rights are exercised.

No one will question that the
basic freedoms protected by Article 4 of the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights are a necessary prerequisite for the exercise
of citizenship. In exceptional
circumstances, however, such as
during periods of insecurity and
uncertainty due to acts of terror,
Article 4 is handled with extreme
caution.
During those times, the primacy
of national security becomes the
rule and granting more freedoms
the exception.
Following the terrorist attacks
of September 11, 2001, the United

States implemented a battery
of security measures that encroached on a number of basic
freedoms. Thus, wiretaps have
become quite common. Numerous suspects were apprehended
and held prisoners at the US naval
base at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba,
for years without trial.
It is unclear how US authorities
are going to deal with the aftermath of the massacre of December
2nd in California. The Obama
administration warned against
threats to national security emanating from the rights of citizens
to own guns, including high-pow-

Human
rights during
the coming
years will
veer towards
specificity
rather than
universality.

A 2014 file picture shows members of the Moroccan Human Rights Association
(AMDH) during a demonstration, in Rabat.

ered assault weapons.
In France, the terrorist attacks
of November 13th produced a
sharp rise in xenophobic sentiments. The French newspaper
Le Figaro reports that 84% of
French citizens polled said they
would accept constraints on their
freedoms in exchange for increasing their security. Others do not
consider such drastic measures as
eliminating dual nationalities and
denying refuge and visas to people
suspected of participating in terrorist activities as violations of
human rights. Only a few among
the French political class were opposed to these measures.
Theoretically, all human rights
associations believe in and defend
the universality of human rights.
Advanced nations go along with
this belief in times of peace but
often do not see a problem with
limiting these same rights in times
of conflicts or wars as a prevention
measure. To do so, some states
invoke political or cultural or even
security specificities. Often, the
universality and specificity of
human rights complement each
other, but in many cases they
contradict each other.
Human rights during the coming
years will veer towards specificity
rather than universality as countries continue to come to grips
with the threat of terrorism and
other security problems.
But then for the security situation to improve, a new cohabitation pact must be found in which
human rights are exercised and
enjoyed equally and fairly among
all people regardless of their colour, religion, race or language.
Alaya Allani is an expert on
Islamic extremism. He teaches at
the University of Manouba in
Tunis.
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Cyber jihad and the online counter-insurgency
Rasha Elass

Washington

S

ocial media is a key weapon
in the Islamic State’s arsenal. The jihadist organisation relies on the internet
for propaganda, recruitment and communicating with the
rest of the world.
The Islamic State (ISIS) is the first
terrorist group to hold both physical and digital territory, according
to Jared Cohen, director of Google
Ideas, who spoke at a panel hosted
by the Council on Foreign Relations.
“In both contexts, Islamic State
resembles something akin to a corporation,” he told The Arab Weekly.
In an article titled Digital Counterinsurgency, published in Foreign Affairs, Cohen details both the organised hierarchy and the grass-roots
base of the organisation’s online
presence.

Cohen advocates a
smarter, more
targeted strategy
than simply
suspending
accounts.
The structure is similar to how
ISIS operates on the ground. The organisation’s leadership of educated
and skilled former Iraqi Ba’athists
sets the ideological agenda, which
in turn is implemented by the second tier of managerial leadership.
The rank-and-file fighters come into
the organisation from a variety of
backgrounds, including locals who
join out of fear or ambition, regional
jihadists who believe in the ideology, and young men — sometimes
women — from abroad, usually recruited online.
“This hierarchy is replicated
online, where ISIS operates as a
pyramid consisting of four types of

digital fighters,” Cohen said in the
Foreign Affairs article.
In a report published by the
Brookings Institution, J.M. Berger
and Jonathon Morgan estimated
that more than 46,000 Twitter accounts openly support ISIS.
Whether on Twitter or elsewhere,
the origins of most of ISIS’s marketing material can be traced to a small
set of accounts with strict privacy
settings and few followers, according to the Brookings study.
“By distributing their messages to
a limited network outside the public
eye, these accounts can avoid being
flagged for terms-of-service violations,” Cohen wrote. He added that
such a fighter may or may not operate offline. Some of the cyber jihadists are strictly online, executing
orders from ISIS central command.
The message then spreads from the
top few down the pyramid to lower,
more robust tiers.
The third tier of cyber jihadists
encompasses the vast numbers of
sympathisers around the world.
They neither belong to ISIS nor take
orders from its hierarchy but they
nonetheless amplify the ISIS message and its call for jihad.
One startling example unfolded
in June 2014 when ISIS supporters
hijacked the World Cup trending
hashtags in an attempt to mass target football fans around the world.
The third tier also represents
the crux of potential recruits, easily identifiable and reachable by
ISIS cyber jihadists, who have been
known to target men and women
surfing the internet from home in
Britain and the United States.
The fourth tier is the most technologically sophisticated, but could
be the Achilles heel of ISIS’s cyber
operations. These are tens of thousands of fake accounts that automatically echo the organisation’s
message by retweeting and reposting. This is not a difficult strategy
to implement: A novice can search
online for how to programme so-

A suspect arrested in Spain for operating internet platforms spreading propaganda, particularly for
the ISIS group, last February.
called Twitter bots that automatically flood the digital space with
messages. Marketers and advertisers regularly do this with varying
degrees of success.
“This programmable army ensures that whatever content the
Islamic State’s digital central command issues will make its way
across as many screens as possible,”
Cohen said in the Foreign Affairs article.
So far, the response to online
counter-insurgency has been to suspend accounts. In 2014, the British
Counter Terrorism Internet Referral
Unit, run by London’s Metropolitan
Police, collaborated with Google,
Facebook and Twitter to remove
more than 46,000 pieces deemed
violent or hateful and YouTube took

down some 14 million videos for the
same reason. Twitter suspended
10,000 accounts linked to ISIS in a
single day in April.
But cyber jihadists with suspended accounts learned how to launch
other accounts that activate the
minute they lose their primary account. Many such Twitter jihadists
even boast that they are on their
40th or 50th online reincarnation,
as if to mock the ineffectiveness of
Twitter administrators.
The jihadists purchase tens of
thousands of followers for as little
as $10, giving themselves an inflated
presence, and have used platforms
such as Telegram and WhatsApp,
which are encrypted and therefore
take longer to be noticed by authorities or administrators.

Cohen advocates a smarter,
more targeted strategy than simply
suspending accounts. “[Suspending accounts] is valuable in that it
provides a cleaner digital environment,” he said. “But it would be
doubly effective if the leadership
that orders terrorist content to be
distributed were also eliminated.”
Cohen said this would require
“mapping the Islamic State’s network of accounts. Once ISIS’s online
leadership has been separated from
the rank and file, the rank and file
will become significantly less coordinated and therefore less effective.”
Rasha Elass is a Washington
correspondent for The Arab
Weekly.

Facing the dark side of social media

View poi nt

Rashmee
Roshan Lall

W

hat could social
media — Facebook, Twitter,
YouTube
— have done to
prevent the
radicalisation of Syed Rizwan
Farook and Tashfeen Malik, the
married couple who massacred 14
people enjoying a holiday party in
San Bernardino, California? And
an even more urgent question:
What did social media do to
radicalise them?
Early in the investigation, which
the FBI is treating as an “act of
terrorism”, there are no clear answers. All that has emerged is that
Malik, the 27-year-old religiously
conservative Pakistani pharmacy
student who married the Chicagoborn Farook, went onto Facebook
during or after the mass shooting
and swore allegiance to Islamic
State (ISIS) leader Abu Bakr alBaghdadi.
Officials say that Farook, who
had a well-paid job as a county
health inspector, had in the past
reached out to Somalia-based alShabab and al-Qaeda’s Syria-based
affiliate Jabhat al-Nusra. But when,
how or why he did so is unclear.
These are hardly the usual social
media activities one might expect
of a suburban couple with a new
baby in America. However, they

Only families — and
friends — can know if and
when their loved ones are
going over to the dark side.

are also not particularly strong
evidence that social media was the
catalyst of Malik’s and Farooq’s
metamorphosis into mass murderers.
Even so, it is undeniable that
social networks are being creatively misused by extremists for
command-and-control purposes
and propaganda. Facebook, Twitter, YouTube and other social
media platforms have repeatedly,
if unwittingly, served as distribution channels for radical groups
and the library of grotesque online
offerings continues to grow.
In September 2013, al-Shabab
live-tweeted the four-day bloodshed at Nairobi’s Westgate mall.
More recently, ISIS posted a
chilling video online of six boys
no older than 10 playing a deadly
game of hide and seek among the
ruins of the historic al-Rahba castle in Deir ez-Zor in Syria.
The children had to find and
execute a prisoner. Each of the
boys shoots the poor wretches on
camera. The film remained freely
available to view at the time of
this writing. It is seen to transmit
a terrifying message of youthful
brutalisation and, more crucially,
of ISIS’s iron core.
Such material obviously serves
as a handy recruitment tool. As a
US Homeland Security study said,
ISIS uses social media in a way that
“burnish(es) an image of strength
and power” through its visibility
on popular platforms and with all
the attendant sharing, retweeting
and online discussion.
Meanwhile, FBI Director James
Comey told Congress that ISIS is
reaching out, through Twitter, to
about 21,000 English-language
followers. Its message, he said,
basically is as follows: “‘Come to

the so-called caliphate and live
the life of some sort of glory or
something; and if you can’t come,
kill somebody where you are; kill
somebody in uniform; kill anybody; if you can cut their head off,
great; videotape it; do it, do it, do
it’ … (it’s) a devil on their shoulder
all day long, saying ‘kill, kill, kill,
kill’.”
But what resonance would that
devil on the shoulder and the
drumbeat to kill have for collegeeducated people such as Farook
and Malik, who should have had
every reason to live?
Farook’s family was known to
have been dysfunctional — his father was an abusive alcoholic — and his wife’s father
is said to have become
increasingly religious in Saudi
Arabia. On their
own, these
facts do not
predispose
individuals
to commit mass
murder but
as citizens of
the internet age, the
couple would
have had access to the echo
chamber that is
social media, with
its multiple skewed
pathologies of hate and
violence.
As Sara Khan, director at the
British anti-extremist group
Inspire, has pointed out, terrorist
groups’ aggressive online campaigns often play on a sense of
personal grievance and “exploit
religion” to suggest radicalism as

It is
undeniable
that social
networks
are being
creatively
misused by
extremists.

a way to fill a void. It was well said
that propaganda does not deceive
people; it merely helps them to
deceive themselves.
What, if anything, can be done?
Social media platforms are increasingly trying to self-regulate with
Twitter taking down al-Shabab’s
accounts after the Westgate mall
atrocity and Facebook, YouTube
and Google routinely removing
content that glorifies violence and
hatred.
The United States and some
European governments have considered steps to force social media
platforms to take responsibility for
terrorism-related content, as has
a UN panel that advises the UN
Security Council on sanctions against extremist
groups.
But unceasing
corporate vigilance
cannot prevent
people like Farook and Malik
from being
what Comey
describes as
“inspired by
foreign terrorist
organisations”.
Only families
— and friends —
can know if and
when their loved
ones are going over
to the dark side. They
are the first and last defence and possibly the only
social safety net that can withstand the forces of social media.
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.
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Terrorism-induced
violence a menace
to young minds,
experts warn
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

G

ruesome
images
of
heads being chopped
off, people pleading for
their lives or screaming
in pain as they are burnt
alive and blown-up bodies lying in
blood-soaked streets are just a click
away for children using smart devices with little parental control.
Experts warn that such terrorism-induced violence is a menace
to young minds, especially in the
volatile Arab region. It is possibly
on par with the threat of the Islamic State (ISIS) and other militants in
what their websites term “recruiting allies” or “grooming” future jihadists.

Violence shown by
the media and
others, like violent
video games, pose
serious
psychological
threats to our
children.
In the northern Jordanian city
of Salt on November 20th, four
youngsters abducted an Egyptian
worker, sliced off his penis, burnt
his body with cigarette ends and
cut his flesh in diagonal lines on
his back, chest, abdomen and legs
with knives and daggers before the
bleeding 28-year-old escaped.
Police said the teens seem to
have been “inspired” by the Islamic State (ISIS). A security official
said the assailants told their victim
that they were torturing him like
“Daesh does to people”. Daesh is
an Arabic acronym for ISIS.
Family therapist Sana Abulail
said the media portrayal of violence

is “infiltrating the minds of youngsters and creating a new generation
of independent individuals who
see it as another way of expressing
their emotions and feelings”.
She said her research indicated
that “other youngsters, who are
under strict parental supervision,
especially with limited and guided
access to social media, tend to be
calmer and less abusive”.
“The world around us is infested
by violence beamed on TV satellite stations and social networks,”
she said. “For example, videos of
beheadings by ISIS are available
to anyone, including children, and
nobody would imagine the extent of psychological damage they
cause.”
According to a YouTube study
of 24,000 young people who were
asked if they found any internet
content hurtful, 27% of children
aged 7-11 and nearly half of 11- to19-year-olds respondents said they
had come across something they
thought was “hurtful” or “unpleasant” online.
Abulail said violence is depicted in news reports, movies, talk
shows, online postings, social networks and by people who disseminate images of blood-covered bodies and brutal killings on handheld
devices.
All that is on the tip of a finger
on children’s smartphones, tablets,
laptops or desktops, Amman high
school teacher Rula Sabanekh, 33,
said.
“Parental control and filters via
internet service providers are not
enough to curb the damage that
can be linked to watching a video
of an animal being slaughtered or
a man being beheaded,” Sabanekh
said. “That’s why a strict control
by parents and the authorities is
needed.”
“Violence shown by the media and others, like violent video
games, pose serious psychological

(Credit: Photographer Nader Daoud)

A Jordanian boy accesses his household’s laptop with no parental supervision.
threats to our children, which may
not be noticed immediately, but
become evident as children grow
up and become more involved in
life,” Sabanekh said.

Youngsters, who are
under strict parental
supervision tend to
be calmer and less
abusive.
Outlying the extent of damage
violent images cause to sensitive
viewers, especially children, Sabanekh said. “If we watch TV news
in the presence of children and we
hear about the violence in Iraq,
Syria and Yemen, one would be
wrong to think this will not have a
negative impact on kids.”
“Safer Internet Day 2015” was
marked globally on February 10th

by the Britain-based UK Safer Internet Centre — a partnership of Childnet International, the South West
Grid for Learning and the Internet
Watch Foundation. The slogan was
Let’s Create a Better Internet Together. That was accompanied by
a call for a safe, responsible and
positive use of digital technology
for children and young people.
There were no recent independent figures for the Middle East but
an independent study in Britain
showed that 44% of children aged
5-10 and 96% of children aged 11-16
owned a cellphone. At least 59% of
all children with a mobile phone
sometimes use it to access the internet, while 63% of 9-16 year olds
who use the internet reported having a profile on Facebook. And,
36% of 9-12 year olds said they also
have a Facebook page.
Jordanian IT specialist Feras

Farhan, 35, said that YouTube was
one of the safest sites because of an
option that would block unsuitable
material. “But that relies on users
to flag inappropriate videos for the
safety mode to work,” Farhan said.
Amman housewife Rania Barhoumeh, a mother of three, said
she keeps her children under
check. “I monitor everything they
see or read, especially on the internet because the world out there is
not safe,” she said.
Worldwide, there are more than
1.49 billion monthly active Facebook users, WhatsApp has 500
million, Twitter 284 million and
Instagram 200 million. The Arab
world accounts for an average of
one-third of those figures.
Roufan Nahhas, based in Jordan,
has been covering cultural issues
for more than two decades.

Social media companies step up battle against militant propaganda
Joseph Menn

San Francisco

F

acebook, Google and Twitter are stepping up efforts
to combat online propaganda by Islamic militants
but are doing it quietly to
avoid the perception they are helping authorities police the web.
Facebook said it took down a profile believed to belong to Tashfeen
Malik, who, with her husband, is
suspected of killing 14 people in
San Bernardino, California, in what
the FBI is investigating as an act of
terrorism.
The European Commission recently demanded internet companies take faster action on what it
called “online terrorism incitement
and hate speech”.
The internet companies describe
their policies as straightforward:
They ban certain types of content
in accordance with their own terms
of service and require court orders
to remove or block anything else.
Anyone can report content for review and possible removal.
But former employees said Facebook, Google and Twitter worry
that if they are public about their
true level of cooperation with Western law enforcement agencies, they
will face endless demands for similar action from other countries.
They also fret consumers will
see them as tools of the US govern-

French Prime Minister Manuel Valls (4th L) addresses major
internet and social networking actors on the fight against
terrorism in Paris, on December 3rd.
ment. Worse, if the companies spell
out how their screening works,
they run the risk that technologically savvy militants could beat
their systems.
Facebook, Google and Twitter
say they do not treat government
complaints differently from citizen
complaints, unless the government
obtains a court order. But there are
workarounds, former employees,
activists and government officials
said.
One is for officials to complain
that a threat, hate speech or cel-

ebration of violence violates the
company’s terms of service, rather
than any law. Such content can be
taken down within hours or minutes and without the paper trail of
a court order.
In the San Bernardino case, Facebook said it took down Malik’s
profile for violating its community
standards, which prohibit praise or
promotion of “acts of terror”.
Some activists also report success
getting social media sites to remove
content. A French-speaking activist
using the Twitter alias NageAnon

said he helped take down thousands of YouTube videos by spreading links of clear policy violations
and enlisting volunteers to report
them.
A person familiar with YouTube’s
operations said it tends to quickly
review videos that generate a high
number of complaints relative to
the number of views.
What law enforcement, politicians and activists would really
like is for internet companies to
stop banned content from being
shared in the first place but that
poses a tremendous technological
challenge, as well as an enormous
policy shift, former executives said.
Some child pornography can be
blocked because technology companies have access to a database
that identifies previously known
images. But there is no database of
violent videos and the same footage that might violate a social network’s terms of service if uploaded
by an anonymous militant might
pass as part of a news broadcast.
Former White House’s deputy
chief technology officer Nicole
Wong said tech companies would
be reluctant to create a database of
jihadist videos for fear that repressive governments would demand
similar programmes to screen content they do not like.
“Technology
companies
are
rightfully cautious because they are
global players and if they build it for
one purpose they don’t get to say
it can’t be used for anything else,”

said Wong, also a former Twitter
and Google legal executive. “It will
also be used in China to stop dissidents.”
Twitter revised its abuse policy to
ban indirect threats of violence, in
addition to direct threats, and improved its speed of handling abuse
requests, a spokesman said.

Some activists also
report success
getting social media
sites to remove
content.
“Across the board we respond to
requests more quickly and it’s safe
to say government requests are in
that bunch,” the spokesman said.
Facebook said it has banned content praising terrorists.
Google’s YouTube has expanded
a “Trusted Flagger” programme,
allowing groups ranging from British anti-terror police to the Simon
Wiesenthal Center, a human rights
organisation, to flag videos and get
immediate action.
A Google spokeswoman said the
vast majority of trusted flaggers
were individuals chosen based on
previous accuracy in identifying
content that violated YouTube’s
policies. No US government agencies were part of the programme,
though some non-profit US entities
have joined in the past year, she
said.
(Reuters)

14

December 11, 2015

Maghreb

News & Analysis

Tunisia struggling to cope with jihadist threat
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

T

unisian authorities have
stepped up their struggle
against the jihadist threat
since a suicide bomber
killed 12 presidential
guards in the centre of Tunis.
Some 20 people were also wounded in the November 24th attack on
a bus not far from the Interior Ministry. The assault represented a new
phase in the radical Islamist campaign to overthrow what is arguably the most promising democratic
experiment in the Arab world.
Security forces announced scores
of arrests, dismantled jihadist cells
and uncovered a number of weapons caches but they are yet to assuage fears of a population worried
about attacks by jihadists at home
and from next-door Libya.
Authorities
seized
weapons
caches, including explosive belts,
assault rifles, ammunition and
detonators, in the coastal region
of Sousse and the southern area of
Medenine.
“The discovery of the two caches and the arrest of a would-be
bomber who confessed to suicide
bombing plots targeting police and
military facilities as well as government buildings in Sousse and
Medenine suggest that the terrorists are readying for a ruthless and
pitiless bloody stage of terrorism,”
said Alaya Allani, a professor at
Manouba University and an expert
on radical Islam.

Experts see a
continuing security
risk for Tunisia from
Libya.
A reshuffle in the top echelons
of the security apparatus was also
announced. Five years after the
uprising that toppled the regime of
president Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali,
authorities are still dealing with re-

percussions of haphazard decisions
that led to the dismantling of security services long accused of being a
tool of political oppression but now
increasingly credited with having
been an efficient shield against terror threats.
The disruption of security institutions after 2011 is seen by many
as having given time for jihadists
to develop bases for an insurgency,
place recruiters into mosques and
set up cells in populous city neighbourhoods. Jihadists were able
to recruit foot soldiers and hoard
weapons smuggled from Libya.

Terrorism is the
number one threat
to our democratic
project.
“The worst mistake was the
disbandment of the intelligence
service, which mustered a good
knowledge of radical Islamists who
had been under close watch and
surveillance,” said Fayçal Cherif, of
the Tunis-based International Centre for Security and Military Studies.
Experts see a continuing security
risk for Tunisia from Libya, which
could become a haven for Islamic
State (ISIS) militants.
The Tunisian Interior Ministry
said the explosives used in the attack against the presidential guards
was the same used to make suicide
belts from Libya that were seized in
2014.
“The mark of Libya in recent terrorist attacks in Tunisia is clear. The
weapons were from Libya and the
training of the jihadists who staged
them occurred there as well,” Allani
said.
Some Tunisian jihadists in Libya
are thought to have returned from
Syrian and Iraqi battlefields. About
5,000 Tunisian jihadists, including
700 women, have been said to be
fighting for ISIS and other jihadist
groups in Syria and Iraq since 2011.
As Western countries target ISIS
in Iraq and Syria, the French de-

Members of the Presidential Guard attend a funeral ceremony at the Presidential Palace in Carthage, on
November 25th, to honour their fellow officers killed in a bus bombing.
fence minister warned that the ISIS
threat could expand to Libya.
“We see foreign jihadists arriving in the region of Sirte who, if
our operations in Syria and Iraq
succeed in reducing the territorial
reach of Daesh, could tomorrow be
more numerous,” Defence Minister
Jean-Yves Le Drian told the Jeune
Afrique weekly, using the Arabic
acronym for ISIS.
Tunisian authorities are taking
no risks. A day after the November
24th attack, they closed the border with Libya and closed TunisCarthage International Airport to
Libyan planes.
Allani, Cherif and other analysts
said security forces were doing

well in the battle against jihadists
but such efforts should be part of
a comprehensive strategy that includes reforms in the education
system and economic development
of poor regions along with shaping
an enlightened religious discourse
in a globalised world.
“They (jihadists) have a clear
strategy that guides them towards
the goal they set: win the decisive
battle in the field through attacking
the state shields — police and the
military… to help them achieve the
goal of dismantling the state,” said
Cherif.
He argued that the government
is trailing the jihadists in forging a
comprehensive counter-strategy to

weed out jihadists and roll back the
influence they wield.
“Terrorism is the number one
threat to our democratic project
and the second threat is the economic and social crisis” that hampers development, said parliament
member Khaled Shawkat of the ruling Nidaa Tounes party.
“The terrorist threat is still present as long as the Libyan wound is
bleeding and the terrorist dormant
cells nurtured by a fragile situation
at home,” said Allani.
Lamine Ghanmi is a former
Reuters journalist. He has covered
North Africa for decades and is
based in Tunis.

Libyans coming up with alternatives to UN peace deal
Michel Cousins

Tunis

U

N Special Envoy to Libya
Martin Kobler has travelled to Middle Eastern
and European capitals
to encourage governments that have some sway with
either the rival administrations of
the House of Representatives (HoR)
in Tobruk or the General National
Congress (GNC) in Tripoli to apply
pressure on them to approve the
Libya dialogue agreement and the
planned national unity government.
The message Kobler delivered is
that, with the Islamic State (ISIS)
growing in the Libyan vacuum and
ordinary Libyans suffering as never
before because of economic collapse, the deal has to be accepted
quickly.
On December 1st in Algiers,
where Kobler attended a meeting
of Libya’s neighbouring countries
— Tunisia, Algeria, Niger, Chad,
Sudan and Egypt — he said he was
planning a new tack to make the
dialogue agreement happen.
What he did not publicly say, but
what others involved in the process
and at least one member of the unity government have said privately,
is that without a quick agreement,
the unity government may never
see the light of day. “The momentum is running out,” one European
ambassador warned.
The sense that time is short was
signified by moves within Libya
for a separate, internally produced
settlement — a “Libya-Libya” dialogue. There are several sugges-

tions, all based on the notion that
the deal announced after talks in
Skhirat, Morocco, is dying or ought
to be dead.

Whether any
“Libya-Libya”
dialogue leads
anywhere remains
to be seen.
Firmly opposed to the unity government, which would be led by
Faiez al-Serraj, 27 members from

both the HoR and the GNC, all but
one from eastern Libya, gathered in
late November in Tunis and agreed
that GNC President Nuri Abu Sahmain and HoR President Ageela Seleh Gwaider should start their own
dialogue process. The idea received
support from some HoR members,
who agreed an invitation ought to
go to the GNC president.
Plans also are fairly advanced
to set up a Higher Council of Municipalities, which would claim the
power to take decisions about Libya’s future on the basis that, with

the HoR and GNC no longer legitimate, there is no other body to do
it.
However, the most serious threat
to the unity government and Skhirat
deal occurred December 5th when
delegations from the HoR and the
GNC met in Tunis and agreed that
the rival legislatures should set up
a committee that, within 20 days,
would name a prime minister and
two deputy prime ministers. One of
the deputies would come from the
HoR, the other from the GNC. The
committee would also amend the
country’s 1963 constitution.
The GNC delegation was official
in that it was led by Deputy President Awad Abdul-Sadiq but there
was a disagreement among HoR
members as to exactly how official
its team was.
Many claim the man leading it,
Benghazi member Ibrahim Amish
who heads the parliament’s national dialogue committee, had no
authority to negotiate. However,
this was contradicted by reports
that Gwaider gave the go-ahead.
HoR Deputy President Emhemed
Shouaib appears to have confirmed
this but also said, at a news conference December 2nd condemning
the Tunis agreement as a deliberate
attempt to wreck the Skhirat deal,
that Amish had gone further than
he was supposed to.
Kobler and his UN team, along
with international ambassadors
and special envoys who have been
involved in Libya dialogue, are also
convinced that, at least as far as the
GNC is concerned, the Tunis agreement was a spoiling tactic and was
never intended to work.
They ask: Will the GNC or HoR
be the country’s parliament under

a revived 1963 constitution? Will
nominations for prime minister and
deputy prime ministers announced
within 20 days by the committee be
accepted by both bodies?
Before Shouaib gave his news
conference, the ambassadors and
representatives of France, Germany, Italy, Spain, the United Kingdom, the United States and the
European Union, in an uncharacteristically blunt statement, dismissed
the Tunis agreement as a blatant attempt to “derail” the Skhirat deal.
It would not be allowed to succeed,
they warned.

“The momentum
is running out,”
one European
ambassador
warned.
The likelihood is that the HoR
will not approve the deal because it
gives it far less power than the Skhirat agreement.
Whatever the integrity of the Tunis agreement, Sahmain is nonetheless pleased. Picking up on the
earlier proposal that he meet with
his HoR counterpart, he announced
that he was preparing to do so and
hoped that the meeting would be a
success.
Seleh has said nothing.
Whether any “Libya-Libya” dialogue leads anywhere remains to
be seen. For his part, Kobler was
trying to re-energise the UN-led
process ahead of an international
gathering on Libya in Rome.
Michel Cousins is the
editor-in-chief of the Libya
Herald.
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Turkish presence
in Iraq spotlights
regional struggle
Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

A

row between Syria’s
neighbours Turkey and
Iraq, coming in the middle of a major diplomatic
crisis between Ankara
and Moscow, puts a spotlight on the
escalating power struggle of regional players.
Baghdad strongly protested the
deployment of Turkish tanks and
hundreds of troops to a training
camp near the northern Iraqi city
of Mosul, held by the Islamic State
(ISIS) militia. While insisting its actions were legal and constituted
a routine troop rotation, Turkey
pledged to halt deployment to the
Bashiqa camp following a threat by
Baghdad to take the issue to the UN
Security Council.
The dispute comes as Turkey and
Iran compete for regional influence.
Predominantly Sunni Turkey and
Sunni Gulf states are calling for an
end to the rule of Syrian President
Bashar Assad, a member of the Alawite sect linked to Shia Islam, while
Russia and Shia power Iran are
strong supporters of Assad.

Sectarian tensions
between Sunnis and
Shias play an
important role in
both Iraq and Syria.
“This is only the beginning,”
Turkish political analyst Veysel
Ayhan told The Arab Weekly. He said
opposing camps in the region were
getting into position as the future
of ISIS-controlled parts of Syria and
Iraq was on the line. “The central
question is who will govern Sunni
Arab regions like Mosul [in Iraq] and
Raqqa [in Syria],” said Ayhan, an

analyst at the International Middle
East Peace Research Center and the
Middle East Peace and Democracy
House.
Sectarian tensions between Sunnis and Shias play an important role
in both Iraq and Syria. In Mosul,
for example, “it is not acceptable
for Sunnis to have the city taken
by Shia forces,” Ayhan said. This is
why Sunni groups asked Turkey to
provide training ahead of a muchanticipated push by Iraqi forces to
drive ISIS out of the city, he said.
“The conflict will get bigger,” with a
risk of countries of the region being
drawn into a head-to-head confrontation, Ayhan said.
Ankara said the protests from
Baghdad show the influence of Iran
over the Iraqi leadership. Asked if
Iran was behind the criticism from
Baghdad, Turkish Foreign Minister
Mevlut Cavusoglu told the Kanal 24
news channel on December 7th: “It
is clear who is exerting the pressure
here.” Cavusoglu criticised Iran’s approach to the Syrian conflict. “We do
not support their sectarian policies,”
he said.
Cavusoglu insisted Turkey sent
military advisers to northern Iraq in
response to invitations of regional
authorities and the central government. Atheel al-Nujaifi, the former
governor of Mosul, also said Iraqi
politicians knew about the Turkish
deployment. “If Iraq’s leaders can’t
face the Iranian influence — and
act as if they don’t know about it —
that’s something else,” Nujaifi said,
according to the state-run Turkish
news agency Anadolu.
Turkish troops have been training about 2,500 Peshmerga fighters
of the Kurdish Regional Government (KRG) in northern Iraq as well
as members of the predominantly
Sunni Arab militia Hashti Vatani.
The Hashti Vatani fighters are expected to take part in the offensive
against ISIS in Mosul. Groups of Syr-

A Turkish army truck loaded with a self-propelled gun heading to the Syrian border near Yayladagi,
Turkey, in November.
ian Turkmen, an ethnic group with
ties to Turkey and another Sunni
ally of Ankara in Syria, are also to
be trained in Bashiqa, according to
news reports.
Following the Turkish-Russian
row over the downing of a Russian warplane by the Turkish Air
Force near the north-western Syrian border on November 24th, Ankara decided to boost the number
of soldiers and troops to protect its
military advisers in Bashiqa, 30 km
north-east of Mosul.
Approximately
150
soldiers,
backed by heavy weapons and tanks,
arrived at the camp on December
4th, triggering the Iraqi protests.
The Turkish ambassador to Baghdad
was summoned by the Iraqi Foreign
Ministry. US officials said they were
aware of the Turkish troop deployment and said the action was separate from the international anti-ISIS
coalition, news reports said.

Iran accused Turkey of adding to
tensions in the region. Deputy Foreign Minister for Arab and African
Affairs Hossein Amir-Abdollahian
said Turkey’s moves “will increase
chaos and insecurity in the region”,
according to the Iranian Fars news
agency.

The dispute comes
as Turkey and Iran
compete for regional
influence.

Iran also supported Russian accusations that Turkey was profiting
from illicit oil exports by ISIS. “Iranian advisers in Syria have taken
photos and videos of all the routes
[used by] Daesh oil trucks [to move]
to Turkey and these documents can
be presented and published,” Iran’s
Press TV quoted Mohsen Rezaei,
the secretary of Iran’s Expediency
Council, an advisory body to Iran’s

Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei, as
saying. Turkey has rejected the allegations. Daesh is an Arabic acronym
for ISIS.
The Turkish troop presence in
Bashiqa is also a message to the
Syrian-Kurdish militia People’s Defence Units (YPG) operating nearby.
The YPG is an offshoot of TurkishKurdish rebel group the Kurdistan
Workers’ Party (PKK), which has its
headquarters in northern Iraq and
has been fighting Ankara on-and-off
since 1984. There have been tensions between the PKK and the KRG
government, as the KRG is uneasy
about the PKK’s presence in northern Iraq and the growing strength
of the YPG in neighbouring northeastern Syria. KRG President Masoud Barzani was expected to visit
Ankara this week.
Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Istanbul.

Erdogan’s greatest mistakes

View poi nt

Martin Sieff

T

urkish President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan and
Russian President
Vladimir Putin are
remarkably similar:
Their achievements
for their countries are almost
identical. Their temperaments
are remarkably similar. They have
presided over a golden age in
bilateral relations that lasted for
12 years. Yet now they are on a
collision course that could have
catastrophic consequences for
the entire region.
Putin became prime minister of
Russia for the first time in September 1999 and president at the
beginning of 2000. He has run his
country in one or other of those
positions since. Erdogan was
prime minister of Turkey from
2003 to 2014 and has been president since.
Both men have proved to be
strong authoritarian leaders who
restored order and a level of prosperity to their countries that was
previously unknown.
For 15 years Putin presided over
the highest sustained standard of
living of ordinary Russians in

By a single rash move,
Erdogan has squandered
all the accumulated
goodwill.

their nation’s history.
Under Erdogan, Turkey expanded its construction contracts and
agricultural and industrial exports
throughout Asia and the Middle
East. Russian-Turkish bilateral
trade boomed.
Both leaders even had parallel
concerns over potentially hostile
internal minorities — the resurgent
Kurds in Turkey and the Chechens
in Russia.
However, by a single rash move,
Erdogan has squandered all the
accumulated goodwill and benefits
of those years. He refused to apologise or make other amends for the
shooting down of a Russian Sukhoi
Su-24 that allegedly briefly strayed
into Turkish air space on November 24th.
Russia responded by slamming trade sanctions on Ankara,
depriving Turkey of a major export
market for its fruit and vegetables.
The Kremlin also made clear that 3
million Russian tourists a year will
no longer be allowed to flock to
Turkish resorts. These moves will
certainly hurt Turkey.
Even more ominously, on December 3rd, Putin in his nationally broadcast annual state of the
nation address to the Russian
parliament pledged more serious
retaliation. “We’ll remind them
again what they did. They will
regret it,” he said.
When the president of Russia
uses that kind of language in his
most public and important forum
of the year, he clearly means it. For
Putin, protecting Russia’s tradi-

Risky path. Turkey’s President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan addresses a labour union meeting in
Ankara, Turkey, on December 3rd.
tional friends and punishing its
enemies is a debt of honour.
Erdogan still does not seem to
realise the dangerous forces he has
unleashed. Under Putin, Russia has
consistently exercised restraint on
Iran. It refused to sell the Iranians
Moscow’s most advanced antiaircraft missiles, the S-400, and it
refused to sell all the advanced nuclear technology Iran long craved.
Russia also played a constructive

Erdogan
still does
not seem to
realise the
dangerous
forces he has
unleashed.

and cooperative role with the
Western powers in negotiating the
P5+1 nuclear agreement.
But even before the shooting
down of the Sukhoi 24, that restraint was badly fraying. Moscow
had repeatedly warned the United
States it would respond to increased US aid to Ukraine by abandoning its old policy of restraint in
dealing with Iran.
Now things are likely to get far,
far worse, very, very fast. Russia
has accused Turkey of sanctionsbusting by helping the Islamic
State (ISIS) smuggle out its oil
exports. Russia can certainly be
expected to encourage Kurdish
groups to challenge the Ankara
government but that is the least
of it.
How far will Russia actively
encourage Iran to go menacing
Turkey and protecting Kurdish
movements in Turkey? A rapid
deterioration of security on the
Turkey-Iran border can be expected. One does not need a crystal ball
to work that out.
Turkey is about to discover that
the cost of shooting down that
Sukhoi 24 and failing to ensure the
life of one of its crew is going to
be infinitely greater than Erdogan
ever imagined.
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, 2015).
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The ageing cleric who could decide Iran’s elections
Gareth Smyth

London

A

li Akbar Nategh-Nouri, a
71-year-old conservative
cleric with a solid but
lacklustre track record,
might seem an unlikely
fit for a pivotal role in the February
elections for Iran’s parliament and
Assembly of Experts (Majles-e Khobregan), the body that chooses the
supreme leader.
Nategh-Nouri was trounced in
the 1997 presidential election by
the reformist Mohammad Khatami
and, in 2005, his efforts to persuade
conservative candidates to unite behind a single figure failed miserably.
His request to Mahmoud Ahmadinejad to stand down because
he had least chance of winning was
trumped by Ahmadinejad’s later
victory. Relations between the two
have been bitter ever since. NateghNouri has kept a low profile as an
aide to Supreme Leader Ayatollah
Ali Khamenei.

Back in the 1980s,
Nategh-Nouri was
part of what was
dubbed the
“traditional” right.
Nonetheless, Tehran talk has
Nategh-Nouri — as candidate or
organiser — helping bring fellow
principle-ists into a broad electoral
coalition that would stretch from
parliament Speaker Ali Larijani and
him, through “pragmatic” conservatives such as President Hassan Rohani and ex-president Akbar
Hashemi Rafsanjani to Khatami and
other reformists.
There is frequent mention of a
“triangle” of Khatami, Rafsanjani
and Hossein Khomeini, grandson of
the 1979 revolution’s leader, especially as a focus for the Khobregan
election. With the parliamentary
election, the clear divide is over Ju-

ly’s nuclear agreement with world
powers and the related question of
support — or otherwise — for Rohani’s government. Hence “principleists” such as Nategh-Nouri and Larijani line up alongside Khatami and
Rafsanjani.
That said, lists in Iranian elections
are fluid. Candidates are often on
more than one list and the national
focus present in Tehran weakens
elsewhere as regional and local factors grow in importance. Even if
Nategh-Nouri does support a broad
pro-Rohani coalition, he could back
another list drawn up by the conservative Association of Combatant
Clerics.
Iranian politics is unusual in combining rampant factionalising with
a lack of effective political parties.
Suspicion of parties goes back to the
Islamic revolution, when revolutionaries feared parties undermined
“unity” and weakened respect for
clerics.
During the 1980s, factions formed
mainly over economic policy, with
the left supporting greater state involvement to create a more equal
society and the right supporting
“freedom” for private enterprise
and the influential bazaar merchants.
In general, the left also called for
greater social freedoms and spreading the revolution abroad, while
those on the right were socially conservative and favoured pragmatic
foreign policies less likely to disrupt
trade.
There were many figures who
fit neither camp, most obviously
Rafsanjani who wanted pragmatic
foreign policy, greater social
freedom and — once the Iraq
war finished — a more “liberal”
economy. By the 1990s, the factions
realigned as most on the left moved
away from command economics,
moderated their opposition to the
West and put greater emphasis on
social and political freedoms.
Back in the 1980s, Nategh-Nouri
was part of what was dubbed the
“traditional” right in Factional

A 2008 file picture shows Ali Akbar Nategh-Nouri (C) next to fomer Iranian president Mohammad
Khatami (R).
Politics in Post-Khomeini Iran, a
deeply researched book published
in 2002 by Mehdi Moslem, a brilliant Iraq-born Iranian scholar who
succumbed to pancreatic cancer in
2004.
Moslem suggested Nategh-Nouri
may have once been a member of
Hojjatieh, a pro-business conservative society among clerics and bazaars who believed no government
could be truly Islamic before the
12th Shia Imam returned as the Mahdi. After the revolution, Khomeini
strongly criticised the group, which
dissolved and left many ex-members to become staunch supporters
of clerical rule.
Nategh-Nouri held the classic
beliefs of the traditional right. He
urged young people to resist Western cultural influence through studying the Quran and stressed a preference for the chador over lighter
veiling. When Nategh-Nouri ran for

president in 1997, assurances were
conveyed to the British (and so presumably the United States) that he
would be flexible in foreign policy.
In the late 1980s and early 1990s,
Nategh-Nouri led the rightist faction in parliament, working closely
with fellow-parliamentarian Rohani, and when the right won the 1996
parliamentary election, he became
speaker with Rohani as deputy. After Khatami became president in
1997, Nategh-Nouri opposed his cultural policies but this did not mean
he opposed all aspects of his foreign
policy.
Hence while Iranian factional
politics under Khatami realigned
into “reformists”’ versus “conservatives” over social and political freedoms, Nategh-Nouri’s ally Rohani
led nuclear negotiations with the
European Union in 2003-05.
It is too early to say whether, after the July 14th nuclear agreement,

another major political realignment
is beginning — or what effect this
might have on the parliamentary
election, and indeed on the Khobregan election and therefore on
who succeeds Khamenei as leader.
But at least in the short term, here
is the shape of things: Aside from
fundamentalists who oppose the
nuclear agreement and green movement reformists who are excluded
from politics, there is a broad consensus behind Rohani favouring a
pragmatic foreign policy (including
implementing the nuclear agreement), encouraging the private sector and allowing cautious relaxation
of social and cultural policy. NateghNouri has good reason to sign up.
Gareth Smyth has covered Middle
Eastern affairs for 20 years and
was chief correspondent for the
Financial Times in Iran
from 2003-07.

Relations with the West at stake in Tehran exhibit
Gareth Smyth

London

T

he Tehran Museum of
Contemporary Art is running an exhibition including some of its remarkable foreign collection,
acquired in the 1970s by Queen Farah, wife of Mohammad Reza Shah,
who fled into exile during the 1979
revolution.
Many of the works — including by
Pablo Picasso, Rene Magritte and
Andy Warhol — have been stored
underground since then, with curators wary of their Western origin
and sometimes risqué nature.
While not all the art has been
stashed — Tehranis have long
glanced from the street at Henry
Moore sculptures in the museum’s
garden — the current emergence
of so many works has been linked
to July’s nuclear agreement with
world powers.
Iranian President Hassan Rohani
has talked not just of further diplomatic cooperation but of a wider
interchange with the West. At the
exhibition preview, Culture Minister Ali Jannati spoke of a “first step”
in what he hoped would be “more
mutual cooperation to showcase
outstanding Iranian artists as well
as displaying more works from our
foreign art collection”.
There have long been people who
believe art can sometimes build
firmer bridges than diplomacy, the
thinking behind the two exhibitions
of Iranian art in the United States in
2001 and 2007 organised by Nancy
Matthews for the government-financed Meridian International.

Visitors look at a painting titled Girl with lovelock by French artist
Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec during the opening ceremony of an
exhibition of modern art at Tehran’s Museum of Contemporary
Art (TMOCA) in the Iranian capital, on November 20th.
The exhibition in Tehran is jointly curated with Italy’s Germano
Celant, a man with vast experience
in the international art scene who
has expressed astonishment at the
range of works held by the museum.
Among those on show, which
have been chosen to lend context
to exhibited items by the late Iranian painter Farideh Lashai, are Jackson Pollock’s Mural on Indian Red
Ground, valued a few years ago by
Christie’s at $250 million, Warhol’s
Suicide and Francis Bacon’s Reclining Man with Sculpture.
But unlikely to emerge from the
basement anytime soon is PierreAuguste Renoir’s Gabrielle with
Open Blouse or Bacon’s Triptych,

which includes two naked men
(strangely Iran reportedly once
turned down a $100 million-plus
offer for the Bacon from a foundation in Monaco). The danger for
the exhibition is not as simple as
offending sensibilities, which are
easily identified, but becoming
caught up in factional battles that
have intensified since the July 14th
nuclear agreement and probably
explain the recent arrests of journalists, poets and rights campaigners.
Fundamentalists in the judiciary and the Islamic Revolutionary
Guards Corps are looking for ways
to embarrass Rohani and create a
public sense Iran is facing attack
and they are not known for their

love of modern art.
Alarm over Western cultural
influence is genuine, especially
among clerics. Back in the 1970s
when Queen Farah was assembling
her collection of modern art, many
intellectuals used the term gharbzadegi (“westoxification”) to lambast those supposedly undermining Iranian culture in pursuit of all
things Western.
The word had been coined in the
early 1960s by Jalal al-e Ahmad, a
writer who while effectively secular saw Islam as an inspiration for
the struggle against the shah’s dictatorship and supposed subservience to the West. Ahmad’s ideas
influenced Ayatollah Ruhollah
Khomeini, leader of the 1979 revolution and the early years of the Islamic Republic brought the restructuring of higher education as well
as a push to “Islamise” the arts.
Under Mohammad Khatami, the
reformist president of 1997-2005,
official attitudes relaxed. There
were more art shows, a growth in
the variety of newspapers, and
talks with the European Union
over Iran’s fledgling nuclear programme. Under Khatami’s successor, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, the
arts and media felt a heavier government hand while the nuclear
talks reached a stand-off. Fundamentalists have long feared that
a nuclear agreement would both
encourage the reformists and increase Western influence. But their
efforts to obstruct July’s deal have
foundered with parliament giving
approval in October. On November
18th, the International Atomic Energy Agency reported Iran was in
compliance with its commitments
by dismantling 4,530 centrifuges

— used for enriching uranium — of
the 13,500 due for removal under
the deal.
According to Abbas Araghchi, a
deputy foreign minister, Iran could
meet all the terms of the agreement, and see the most punishing
sanctions lifted, in January, at least
a month ahead of what most observers have been expecting.

Fundamentalists in
the judiciary and the
Islamic
Revolutionary
Guards Corps are
looking for ways to
embarrass Rohani.
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, Iran’s
leader, has remained largely aloof.
Without his backing there would
have been no nuclear agreement
but he has expressed only tepid
public support and has stepped up
warnings of the dangers of Western
“infiltration”.
Khamenei said on November
25th that vigilance against infiltration should not be exploited for
factional advantage — apparently
echoing Rohani’s charge that fundamentalist critics were doing exactly this by arresting dissidents.
But Khamenei also suggested the
United States would use “money
and secular attractions” to “change
ideals, beliefs and consequently
the lifestyle” of Iranians. The exhibition at the Tehran Museum of
Contemporary Art is not funded by
the United States but the curators
know that when it comes to the
likes of Warhol and Pollock, there
are those who see only red.
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British Muslims opposed to ISIS, air strikes
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

T

“

he vast majority of
British Muslims were
opposed to the air
strikes
on
Syria,
whether on (Syrian
President Bashar) Assad or (the Islamic State) ISIS,” said the editor of
British Muslim news website 5Pillars.
After British Prime Minister David Cameron secured parliamentary approval to strike ISIS in Syria,
Britain’s Muslim community has
found itself in a difficult spot.
The Conservative government’s
motion to expand air strikes against
ISIS from Iraq into Syria passed on a
397-223 vote after a contentious 10hour debate, resulting in a split in
the opposition Labour vote.

Incidents of
Islamophobia
increased more than
41% from October
2014 to October
2015.
“There is a deep-seated scepticism about British intervention in
the Middle East after the Iraq war,
Afghanistan and Libya. No matter
what the circumstances are, British Muslims overwhelmingly oppose Britain intervening in that part
of the world because they always
make things worse,” 5Pillars Editor
Roshan Muhammad Salih said.
Out of 13 Muslim MPs, only three
voted in favour of air strikes, with
nine voting against and one abstaining. Objections to the expanded strikes ranged from questions
over the feasibility of the attacks to
fears that this would make a Paris-

style ISIS attack on Britain more
likely. All British Muslim MPs who
spoke during the debate were quick
to state their own, as well as general
British Muslim, condemnation and
rejection of ISIS.
“I am well aware that under ISIS,
a Muslim like myself would be
killed, so please believe me when I
say that I do not simply want to see
ISIS defeated; I want to see it eradicated,” Labour MP for Birmingham
Shabana Mahmood said.
In the run-up to the vote, the
Muslim Council of Britain (MCB),
which is the United Kingdom’s largest Muslim umbrella body with
more than 500 affiliated mosques,
charities and schools called for MPs
to vote against air strikes, while
also condemning ISIS.
“There is no doubt that ISIS is an
inhuman and evil entity, opposed
by the vast majority of Muslims
around the world. We will support
effective action that aims to destroy
this murderous cult,” said MCB Secretary-General Shufa Shafi.
“However, most British Muslims
believe that air strikes in Syria will
not only be ineffective in destroying ISIS. It will also be another recruiting sergeant for the terrorists,”
he added.
This policy, of denouncing ISIS
but rejecting British military action targeting the group, has seen
British Muslims face accusations
of implicitly supporting ISIS or not
doing enough to police their own
communities.
A recent headline in the Times
stated: One in five British Muslims
has sympathy for ISIS and sparked
a nationwide controversy. The
Times’ headline was based on a
poll that saw 19% of respondents
express sympathy for “young Muslims who leave the UK to join fighters in Syria”, without specifying
whether the fighters had joined

British Prime Minister David Cameron talks to lawmakers at the House of Commons in London, on
December 2nd, during a debate on launching air strikes against Islamic State terrorists in Syria.
ISIS or any other Syrian faction.
The newspaper issued a correction
acknowledging that its headline
was “misleading”.
Mainstream British Muslims,
who lack a unifying structure or
accepted leadership, have found
it increasingly difficult to drown
out the minority who follow an
extremist interpretation of Islam,
leaving them open allegations that
they support extremism.
“Those who believe in concepts
of the caliphate and the apocalypse
— so much part of ISIS propaganda
— stretch deep into parts of Muslim
societies. A belief in innate hostility between Islam and the West is
not the preserve of the few,” former British prime minister Tony
Blair said in a December 3rd speech
at the Library of Congress in Wash-

ington.
“For Europe, there is a huge calculation to be made. This security
threat is at our door. It is actually
within our home,” he added.
This growing fear of Islam, which
is slowly gaining precedence in the
United Kingdom, can be seen in the
increasing number of Islamophobic incidents recorded by police
over the past year.

Out of 13 Muslim
MPs, only three
voted in favour of air
strikes.
London’s Metropolitan Police
said reports of incidents of Islamophobia increased more than 41%
from October 2014 to October 2015.

In the week after the Paris attacks,
the number of such offences more
than tripled compared to the preceding week.
“It is with regret but something that we have come to realise, through experience, that hate
crimes can increase during these
difficult times,” a police statement
said.
“From British Muslims’ point of
view, there is a limited amount to
what we can do. We can condemn
ISIS until we are blue in the face.
The radicalisation that is going on
isn’t happening in our mosques or
madrasas. It is happening online. It
is happening in the shadows,” Salih
said.
Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.

Berlin-Riyadh row over mosque financing
to Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz, who has
been granted increased power in the
kingdom following the ascension
of his father, King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, to the throne.
“The assessment, in this case
made public, does not reflect the
stance of the government,” a spokesman for Merkel said. Berlin stressed
that Riyadh remains an important
German ally in the Middle East.

The Arab Weekly staff

London

S

audi Arabia appeared headed towards a diplomatic
row after a senior German
official rebuked Riyadh for
supporting religious radicals, linking the rise of “dangerous
Islamists” in Germany to Saudifunded mosques.
“We need Saudi Arabia to solve
the regional conflicts but we must
at the same time make clear that the
time to look away is past. Wahhabi
mosques are financed all over the
world by Saudi Arabia. In Germany,
many dangerous Islamists come
from these communities,” German
Vice-Chancellor Sigmar Gabriel told
Bild am Sonntag newspaper.
Gabriel is head of the Social Democratic Party of Germany (SPD) and
a major partner of Chancellor Angela Merkel’s government. His comments came following a German
foreign intelligence report suggesting that Saudi foreign policy was becoming increasingly interventionist
and media reports, which turned
out to be false, that Saudi Arabia had
offered to build 200 mosques in Germany for Syrian refugees.
The head of the SPD parliamentary group, Thomas Oppermann,
repeated Gabriel’s criticisms. “This
radical fundamentalism taking place
in Salafist mosques is no less dangerous than right-wing extremism.
We will prevent Saudi help in the
building or financing of mosques in
Germany where Wahhabi ideas are
to be disseminated,” he told the Welt
am Sonntag newspaper
Saudi Arabia’s embassy in Berlin
issued a statement rejecting Gabriel’s claims and highlighted Riyadh’s
commitment to countering radicalisation. “Like Germany, we are part
of the anti-ISIS coalition and fight-

The German
government moved
quickly to defuse
tensions between
Berlin and Riyadh.

German Chancellor Angela Merkel (R) with Economy Minister Sigmar Gabriel during a session of the
German lower house of parliament, in Berlin, on December 4th.
ing side by side against terror,” the
statement said.
The statement explicitly referred
to the claim, which was published
in numerous international media
outlets, that Riyadh was looking to
build 200 mosques in the country.
“The kingdom has no intention
whatsoever to build 200 mosques in
Germany,” the statement added.
This is the second time that Saudi
Arabia has rejected allegations that
it could seek to build 200 mosques
in Germany, a claim media observ-

ers traced to Hezbollah-affiliated
media in Lebanon.
“The kingdom of Saudi Arabia
as the Custodian of the Two Holy
Mosques and the birthplace of Islam
is committed to supporting Muslim
communities around the world.
Building mosques in other countries is arranged in close coordination with the governments of those
countries in order to facilitate the
ability of Muslim citizens and residents to practice their faith,” said
Ambassador Osama Ahmed Nugali,

head of the Media Department at the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs in a statement, according to a news release.
The German government moved
quickly to defuse tensions between
Berlin and Riyadh following the issuance of a BND intelligence agency
report that criticised the kingdom’s
increasingly interventionist bent.
“The cautious diplomatic stance
of the older leading members of the
royal family is being replaced by an
impulsive policy of intervention,” in
what was likely an implicit reference

“The BND surely does not speak
for German foreign policy, especially not via third parties,” a German
diplomat at the Foreign Ministry,
speaking on the condition of anonymity, told Reuters.
This is not the first time that Riyadh has come under fire from
European allies in 2015. Swedish
Foreign Minister Margot Wallstrom
ignited a diplomatic crisis with Riyadh in March after she denounced
the flogging of blogger Raif Badawi
as a “cruel attempt to silence modern forms of expression”.
Riyadh responded by denouncing Stockholm’s “flagrant interference” in its affairs, withdrawing its
ambassador from Sweden and freezing business visas for Swedes wishing to visit the kingdom. Stockholm
cancelled an arms deal with Saudi
Arabia.
The diplomatic spat was resolved
following an official message from
Swedish King Carl XVI Gustaf and
Prime Minister Stefan Lofven was
dispatched to King Salman, with
Swedish officials apologising for
what they termed a misunderstanding. Riyadh has since reinstated its
ambassador to Sweden.
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Five-year plan to privatise Saudi airports
The Arab Weekly staff

London

S

audi Arabia is planning to
privatise its airports and
services related to them
starting in the first quarter
of 2016, a move seen by financial analysts as an effort to diversify the kingdom’s economy.
The announcement from Saudi
Arabia’s General Authority for Civil
Aviation (GACA) revealed that the
initiative, which is to start with
Riyadh King Khalid International
Airport, will take five years to complete and is an effort to relieve
pressure on the kingdom’s national
budget.

Air traffic control
will also be
privatised under the
banner of the Air
Navigation Services
Company.
“The privatisation programme
comes in line with the kingdom’s
plan to improve the productive efficiency of airport systems and
ease the financial burden on (the)
state budget,” GACA Chairman Sulaiman al-Hamdan said in the statement.
Following the privatisation of Riyadh’s international airport, which
will be known as the Riyadh Airports Company, air traffic control
will also be privatised under the
banner of the Air Navigation Services Company, while information
technology units will be privatised
and relabelled the Saudi Company
for Aviation Information Systems.
Both steps are scheduled for the
second and third quarters of 2016,
according to the GACA statement.
Saudi Arabia has privatised some
sectors of its aviation industry, including its national carrier’s catering wing, Saudi Airlines Catering
Company, and its ground handling
service firm, the Saudi Ground
Services Company. Both firms are
listed on the Saudi stock exchange.
GACA earlier announced an expansion project for the King Khaled
International Airport designed to
more than double the airport’s annual passenger capacity to 35 million. Jeddah’s even busier King Ab-

File photo showing Muslim pilgrims arriving at Jeddah airport before going to the Saudi holy city of Mecca.
dulaziz International Airport will
be a part of an expansion project
that will see the airport’s capacity
increased by 15 million passengers
a year to 80 million passengers a
year.
The announcement by GACA
comes as Saudi Arabia is trying
to diversify its economy. Low oil
prices, due to increased production, continue to take a significant
bite out of the country’s revenues.
Global oil prices are about $44 a
barrel, a stark contrast to June 2014
when prices peaked at $115 dollars
a barrel.
There were rumours earlier this
year, after the United Arab Emirates became the first member of
the oil-rich Gulf Cooperation Council to scrap transport fuel subsidies,

that the kingdom would eliminate
energy subsidies. However, Saudi
Petroleum Minister Ali al-Naimi
said Saudi Arabia doesn’t need to
reduce its substantial domestic energy subsidies a week after stating
the kingdom was looking into such
a move.

The initiative is to
start with Riyadh
King Khalid
International
Airport.
Additionally, Saudi Arabia will
not be changing its oil production
levels anytime in the near future
and the effects on its domestic

economy have been acknowledged
by Saudi officials. In a recent interview with the Financial Times,
Saudi Health Minister Khalid alFalih, who is also chairman of
Saudi Aramco, said: “We knew that
it was going to be painful but the
extent of the pain went beyond our
expectations. The market has overreacted as it typically does in such
down cycles.”
International Monetary Fund
(IMF) Managing Director Christine
Lagarde warned that global energy
prices could remain low for years
and urged Gulf countries to adjust
budgets accordingly. She said the
countries could no longer rely on
revenues from oil and natural gas
alone.
Saudi Arabia’s energy strat-

egy in continuing to pump record
amounts of oil is an effort to defend
its market share against high-cost
oil from Russia, Canada and the
United States. Other factors are believed to be politically motivated,
such as neutralising Russia and
Iran, particularly for their support
of Syrian President Bashar Assad.
Recently, Qatari Oil Minister and
acting OPEC President Mohammed
al-Sada said he saw signs of an oil
price rise in 2016, emphasising that
prices had “bottomed out”.
He said world gross domestic
product growth in 2016 is predicted to be 3.4% against an expected
3.1% in 2015 and that would result
in an increase in global oil demand
of 1.3 million to 1.5 million barrels
per day.

Going Global Live: Bringing British companies together
with Middle East markets
Dunia El-Zobaidi
London

M

ore than 3,300 delegates attended Going
Global Live in London,
where British businesses targeting overseas growth and trade, including in
the Middle East, convened.
With partner support from UK
Trade & Investment, the Institute
of Export and UK-ASEAN Business
Council — among others — Going
Global Live claims to do more than
any other to help UK small and medium-sized enterprises grasp international business initiatives.
The conference included 80 seminars and delegates were allowed to
participate in 40 master-class sessions.
Language workshops, in which
attendees learned how to deliver
effective communication in international markets, were reportedly
well-attended. The UKTI Meeting
Zone gave visitors an opportunity
to speak with international trade
advisers regarding methods of exporting.
Going Global Live benefits from
being run in conjunction with The

Business Show, Britain’s largest
business exhibition and conference. This means that Going Global
Live exhibitors are able to market
directly to pre-registered visitors
but also benefit from crossover exposure to a total of 30,000 visitors
attracted to the event as a whole.
A number of companies at the
event had a focus on the Middle
East.
The Arab British Chamber of
Commerce, which is marking its
40th anniversary, attended the conference. Abdeslam el-Idrissi, director of Trade Services, emphasised
the importance of keeping in touch
and keeping people working with
each other.

“Once countries come out of turbulence, they will remember those
who kept in touch in times of need.
They can work together to rebuild
the countries,” he said.

More than 3,300
delegates attended
Going Global Live in
London.
Adam Global, a network of international firms that assists in startups in different parts of the world,
attended the event with an eye on
Bahrain.
“Bahrain is the most businessfriendly in the GCC (Gulf Coopera-

tion Council) region,” Adam Global’s Wassim el-Sayegh said.
“It is very easy to set up business and licensing. Within 10-15
days, you are up and running. It is
cheaper to operate in Bahrain than
in Saudi Arabia.
“They allow full foreign ownership unlike other GCC countries.
Companies can use Bahrain to access Saudi Arabia as they are geographically close to each other.”
Consultants.Biz helps companies
set up in Iran and the Middle East.
If a company wants to distribute
products, find a partner or open an
office in Iran, Consultants.Biz negotiates an agreement.
There is also Factum Partners In-

corporated, which helps companies
overcome fear of doing business in
the Middle East due to the political
situation and fear of the unknown.
They have a strong network of partners and traders throughout the
GCC and other countries and they
help them get their products to
develop faster, build relationships
faster and to achieve success in a
way they never thought of before,
the company says.
Lesley Batchelor, director-general of the Institute of Export, said:
“Going Global Live is still by far the
best event we do. Organisation is
second to none and the quality of
visitor is unrivalled!’
Simon Chicken, event director of
Going Global Live, said: “With December’s event an overwhelming
success, Going Global Live is going
from strength to strength. We make
every effort to present our exhibitors with highly relevant visitors
and December’s attendees were
more tightly targeted than ever.
The result was a fantastic feeling
of inspiration and industry throughout the event. We’re already planning how to improve the show for
its return to ExCel, London in 2016.”
Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular Arab
Weekly contributor in London.
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Air France to
resume
Paris-Tehran
flights
Air France-KLM will resume
flights between Paris and Tehran in
April 2016, the company said. It was
another sign of improving ties between France and Iran since major
powers agreed to a deal over Iran’s
nuclear programme.
The airline said three weekly
flights would begin in April. It suspended direct flights between Paris
and Tehran in 2008 for economic
reasons.
France has a long history of commercial, political and social links
with Iran — revolutionary leader
Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini lived
in exile near Paris in the year before
the 1979 revolution.
Paris also took one of the hardest
lines of the six powers negotiating
an agreement on curtailing Iran’s
nuclear programme.
French officials have said they do
not believe that will hurt its business in Iran.
With the lifting of international
sanctions expected to begin in the
first quarter of next year, French
officials expect that some deals between the two countries, including
in the aviation sector, will come to
fruition quickly.
(Reuters)

Turkey may speed
up building
pipeline for
Azerbaijani gas

The Russians are coming. Camels used for transporting visitors wait for tourists at the ancient city of Petra in Jordan.

Jordan tries to lure Russian tourists
Raied T. Shuqum

Amman

W

ith rising regional
tensions
crippling
its travel industry,
Jordan hopes that
Russians who have
recently cancelled travel plans to
Turkey, Egypt and other regional resorts will consider visiting the Middle East kingdom.
Tour operators said they have
confirmation that 80,000 Russian tourists originally booked for
Egypt’s Red Sea resort of Sharm elSheikh would instead fly to its Jordanian peer, Aqaba.

Jordan attracted 5.3
million tourists in
2014, with Russians
accounting for about
41,000 visitors.
Russians are staying away from
Sharm el-Sheikh after the October
31st bombing of a passenger plane
flying to Russia from the resort.
Russian tour operators cancelled
trips to Turkey after a Turkish F-16
shot down a Russian Sukhoi Su-24
bomber on the border with Syria on
November 24th.
Moscow evacuated its tourists
from Egypt, banned charter flights
to Turkey and advised against travel
to Turkey. Russian travellers were
left looking for alternatives for the
cold winter months and Jordan is an
appropriate spot, Russian tour leader Svetlana Bourenskaya said.

“In Russia, the Turkish holiday
ban has been sold as an issue of national security. People are ready to
support our government. I think we
can find alternative destinations until the situations are resolved,” noted Bourenskaya, who visited Jordan
to map out plans for the arrival of
Russian tourists.
Turkey has been the top choice by
far for Russian travellers — attracting 3.2 million tourists in 2014. Another 2.6 million travelled to Egypt.
Jordan attracted 5.3 million tourists in 2014, with Russians accounting for about 41,000 visitors, according to data from the Ministry of
Tourism and Antiquities.
The Jordan Tourism Board (JTB)
expects the figure to grow in 2015
but tourism industry insiders say
only a small number of the potential Russian tourists will turn up in
Jordan.
“We have nothing to offer them
compared to what they are used to
receiving in Egyptian and Turkish
resorts and luxury hotels,” one insider said, referring to nightlife and
other tourist attractions.
Jordan is a relatively modern and
stable country surrounded by politically volatile areas, such as Iraq and
Syria. It has been a favourite destination for Gulf Arabs, who enjoy its
conservative Muslim values for family vacations.
Alcohol is served in Jordan and
there are nightclubs but no casinos.
Throwing cold water on Jordanian government eagerness to cash
in on Russian tourism, the industry
insider said: “Aqaba, our biggest attraction, only had 500 hotel rooms
in 2000.
It now has some 5,000 rooms

and the number is expected to only
reach 8,000 by the end of 2016.
“How can we accommodate millions of tourists over a year? The
Russians who went to Turkey averaged more than 7,000 per day in
2014. We can’t handle that number.
Not even close.”
“Yes, we need to attract tourists
to Jordan but we should be aware
of our limitations, before we go and
kill the industry with lacklustre offerings,” he said. “We shouldn’t
overspread ourselves and do a lousy
job but do our best with what we can
reasonably handle really well.”
The collapse of the Russian currency in the last year has significantly hindered Russians’ ability to
travel abroad, with foreign tourism
down 33.8% in the first half of the
year.
“The rouble tumbled against the
dollar and euro, raising the cost of
foreign travel and cutting Russians’
real wages by nearly 10% compared
to 2014. Outgoing tourists have
fallen between 50-70% this year,”
the Association of Tour Operators of
Russia (ATOR) said via email.

“Yes, we need to
attract tourists to
Jordan but we
should be aware of
our limitations.”
An unofficial ban on security and
law enforcement officers travelling abroad was largely responsible
for bankrupting nearly 30 Russian
tour operators in 2014, according to
ATOR.
“Despite Russia’s spluttering
economy and the slipping rou-

ble, there are some tour operators
and wholesalers ready to organise
groups to Jordan,” ATOR said.
The Red Sea resort of Aqaba is
expected to witness an upswing in
tourism, with more than 100 Russian charter flights scheduled to
land in the city by March 2016.

By April 2016, the total
number of incoming
visitors is expected to
reach

20,000

“An increased number of contacts with Russian tour operators
are being made to promote tour
and packages to Aqaba, and we are
now already seeing some positive
response,” JTB Managing Director
Abed Al Razzaq Arabiyat said.
Arabiyat said six flights a week
carrying Russian tourists to Jordan
are expected.
“These flights have already confirmed their arrivals and departures,
so the total number of incoming visitors is expected to reach more than
20,000 by April 2016,” said Munir
Asad, general manager of Aqaba Airports Company and director of King
Hussein International Airport.
The airport received 96,000 passengers in the first ten months of
2015, 154,000 in 2014 and 160,000
in 2013.
Raied T. Shuqum, based in Amman,
has reported on regional issues
since 1999.

Turkey and Azerbaijan said
they may speed up building a new
natural gas pipeline, after Russia
imposed economic sanctions on
Turkey.
Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet
Davutoglu said after talks in Baku
with Azerbaijan’s President Ilham
Aliyev that the TANAP gas project
could be completed before its original target of 2018.
Aliyev said it would also serve to
export Azerbaijan’s gas further on
to Europe.
The announcement came after
Russia said it halted talks on building a pipeline to Turkey amid tensions over the downing of a Russian
warplane on the Syrian border.
The TANAP pipeline is intended
to carry oil from Azerbaijan’s
Caspian Sea fields to Turkey. It is
expected to have a capacity of 16
billion cubic metres of gas a year
and cost about $10 billion.
(The Associated Press)

Naimi says global
oil demand can
absorb Iran output
jump
Saudi Arabian Oil Minister Ali alNaimi said growing global demand
could absorb an expected jump in
Iranian production in 2016.
Iraqi Oil Minister Adel Abdel
Mahdi said his country would raise
output in 2016 after having steeply
increased production in 2015 and
added rival OPEC member Iran also
had the right to increase output
after Western sanctions on the
country are lifted.
Iranian Oil Minister Bijan
Zangeneh said Tehran would be
prepared to discuss OPEC quotas or
other action only when his country
reached pre-sanction oil output
levels.
(Reuters)
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Climate change pact elusive at Paris summit
Ed Blanche

Beirut

T

here was flickering optimism that, after years
of bickering on how to
curb global warming, the
mammoth Paris summit
on climate change would come
up with a binding agreement that
would severely curb carbon emissions, which, if left unchecked,
would make large regions of the
planet uninhabitable within a few
decades.
But as the 12-day UN conference, the biggest since global negotiations on climate began in 1992,
moved towards its conclusion, the
prospect of achieving a pact that
might save the planet seemed as
elusive as ever with representatives from an unprecedented 195
nations.
French President François Hollande, who has staked much political capital on the summit, is hoping
that the discord that wrecked the
2009 climate conference in Copenhagen will be overcome by the
looming appeal to world leaders to
iron out their differences.
But the same old sticking points
that have repeatedly blocked progress remain. These focus mainly
on who pays for the huge undertaking of reducing carbon dioxide
emissions that cause global warming, the result of 300 years of what
one official termed “massive fossil
fuel burning” by the leading in-

dustrial nations in Europe and the
United States.
Because developed states account for about 80% of historic carbon emissions, which are derived
mainly from burning coal, oil and
gas, the poorer countries of the
world insist that the rich states pay
the lion’s share of the estimated
$100 billion-a-year bill as of 2020
when current commitments
run out.
The target to control
these emissions is a
new global climate
accord, the first
in 18 years, that
will seek to
hold the temperature rise
to less than
2
degrees
Celsius,
with mechanisms
ensuring
countries
are accountable
for
meeting their
targets
in a

transparent way.
With a 1-degree Celsius increase
nearly reached, time is clearly of
the essence, so there will be lot riding on whatever agreement emerges from the Paris conference, proving the signatories can overcome

previous failures and make it work.
Food insecurity, one of the greatest dangers resulting from climate
change and desertification, which
is eradicating Arab land, has been a
major issue at the conference since
it opened November 30th. New research shows that the world has
lost one-third of its effective farmland in the last four decades due to
erosion and pollution.
Burgeoning
population
growth, a particular problem in food security terms
for the Middle East, is
expected to produce 2
billion more people
by 2050, the US Department of Agriculture observed
in a recent study.
That,
it
warned,
“increases
the
magnitude
of
risk” as temperatures rise,
rainfall patterns
change or diminish and reduced
availability of water will radically
affect
food
production.
A
recent
World Bank
report
on
how climate

Visitors at a COP 21 exhibit, at Le Bourget, near Paris, on December 3rd.

change is affecting the Middle East,
where the world’s first cities and
farming communities arose more
than 2,000 years ago, noted that
given “the high dependence of
Arab countries on imported food”
the expected fall in global food production will have a severe impact
on the region.
Climate change is already being
felt in Arab countries. The World
Bank said five of the 19 countries
that set national temperature highs
in 2010 were Arab states.

Major Arab cities on
the Mediterranean
and the Arabian Gulf
will be at risk.
At the same time, rising sea levels as polar ice caps melt — up to 1
metre by the end of the century —
and extreme heat could disrupt the
transportation of food, the US report cautioned.
A spike of 2 degrees Celsius in the
Earth’s temperature would flood
land on which an estimated 280
million people, many in the Middle
East, live, it warned.
Major Arab cities on the Mediterranean and the Arabian Gulf will be
at risk. In the Nile delta, a sea level
rise of half a metre could displace
more than 2 million people, flood
1,800 square km of cropland and
cause damage worth some $35 billion in terms of loss of land, property and infrastructure.

Doomsday vault might save the MENA region from famine
Atef Bseiso

London

T

he Death of Grass, a 1956
novel by John Christopher, tells the story of
rice virus that blights
staple crops of East
Asia, mutating until it ravages the
rest of the world’s 10,000 species of
grass, including wheat, barley and
rye. Massive social unrest and famine ensue.
One character, a British farmer
named David, explains to his urban
comrades: “I feel it would be more
right for the virus to win… We’ve
treated the land as a piggy bank, to
be raided.”
Mahmoud Solh, a genetic scientist and director-general of the International Centre for Agricultural
Research in the Dry Areas (ICARDA), may appreciate David’s sentiment. In September his institution
became the first to make a withdrawal from the Svalbard Global
Seed Vault in Norway.
Described as the “Arctic doomsday vault”, the former coal mine
looks like the ideal refuge in an eco-

apocalypse: a giant concrete wedge
anchored 130 metres in rock and
ice, on the face of a mountain plateau, its roof and façade adorned
with mirrors and prisms that catch
and reflect light.
The vault is in permafrost at a
constant -20 Celsius and houses
tens of thousands of seed varieties for more than 4,000 different
plant species. These are duplicates
of essential crop samples stored
in smaller gene banks around the
world, such as ICARDA, and act as a
safety stock in the event that a local
seed collection is lost.
ICARDA withdrawals — varieties of fava bean, chickpea, lentil,
wheat, barley, pea — are being sown
in Lebanon and Morocco to provide
farmers in war-torn countries, including Syria and Yemen, with new
seeds.
“The importance of gene banks is
the fact that they conserve genetic
diversity ex situ,” said Solh.
Genetic diversity is under threat
since many plant varieties indigenous to the Middle East, some of
which were inherited thousands of
years ago, are extinct after being
replaced with modern, genetically
modified versions. Since the threat

A view of the Svalbard Global Seed Vault in Norway.

of climate change is most serious
in arid climates such as the Middle East, then “crops in the region
should have the traits that make
them most adapted to climate
change implications”, Solh said.

Genetic diversity is
under threat since
many plant varieties
indigenous to the
Middle East are
extinct.
Such desirable agronomic traits,
include early maturity, high-yield
potential, tolerance of abiotic
stresses (drought, heat, cold, salinity) and resistance to biotic stresses
(disease, insect pests and parasitic
weeds). Crops with specific nutritional properties are developed to
help address malnutrition.
“ICARDA duplicated 80% of the
collections that we had at our headquarters in Aleppo. Originally, the
storage in Svalbard was intended
as a ‘doomsday stockpile’ but the
seeds are available to those who
made the deposit, when required,”
Solh said.

Because of the violence in Syria,
in July 2012 ICARDA relocated to
Beirut, intending to continue its
work providing genetic resources
to farmers and researchers. “We decided to re-establish our active collection, which we will multiply in
the coming season and, hopefully,
return a deposit to Svalbard before
the end of 2016,” Solh said.
Farming in the Fertile Crescent
faces multiple threats stemming
from the region’s extreme water scarcity and natural resource
degradation, with the politics of
cross-border water sharing (around
the Tigris-Euphrates, Jordan and
Nile basins) and the depletion of
groundwater aquifers being two
particularly significant concerns. A
lack of investment in science and
technology to modernise agriculture and unsustainable practices
such as overgrazing and over-cultivation contribute to the spread of
infertile land.
ICARDA promotes sustainable
farming practices and natural resource management, working with
smallholder farms and governments to devise effective agricultural policies. One key aspect is the
diversification towards high-value
crops such as horticultural, herbal
and medicinal plants. The goal is
integrated rural development: not
just help farmers grow crops but
also to raise incomes and increase
access to health care, education
and other aspects of improved livelihoods, including food.
“Before the food crisis in 2008,
many countries in the Middle East
did not prioritise agriculture and
had inadequate agriculture and
water policies,” Solh said. “This
cannot continue considering the
serious problem of food insecurity
and water scarcity, which is exasperated by the excessive pumping
of shallow water aquifers. Climate
change will cause more and longer
periods of drought, higher temperatures, desertification, diseases,
pests.”
In countries such as Egypt and
Syria (once breadbaskets), a vast
proportion of the rural population
relies on farming for its living. Adverse conditions such as prolonged
droughts have forced millions to

leave their farms and migrate to
cities in the past 20 years, fuelling
increased levels of poverty and unemployment.
The grain harvest in Iraq has
fallen by 25% in the past ten years.
When food prices tripled in the
space of a few months in 2008,
causing many countries to announce export restrictions, riots
erupted in Mesopotamia as food
became unaffordable.
“Except for Turkey [and Syria
before the war] all the countries of
the MENA region are food deficit
countries,” said Solh. “The Arab
countries are the world’s largest
food importers. In 2010, the Arab
countries imported 65.8 million
tonnes of grain compared to 58.8
million for Asia and 18 million for
Sub-Saharan Africa.” In extremely
dry countries such as Saudi Arabia
food imports can account for close
to 90% of overall consumption.

ICARDA duplicated

80%

of the genetic
collections stored
in Aleppo.

The Middle East’s reliance on
food imports leaves it susceptible to price shocks and shortages
fuelled unrest preceding the 2011
revolutions.
Since then, some governments
have prioritised the agricultural
sector but more needs to be done,
Solh said.
“Unfortunately there is little integration between agricultural and
water management policies,” he
said.
Competition for water is likely
to increase, as will the importance
of the international food trade to
MENA food security but the future
stability of the region can only be
helped by the ability of resourcepoor farming households to weather the effects of climate change and
break the cycle of poverty.
Atef Bseiso is an Arab Weekly
contributor in London.
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German language
rush grips Syrians
hoping to migrate
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

I

n a country where teaching
is done strictly in Arabic and
signs and billboards in foreign
language are generally banned,
very few people were interested in learning other languages. But
almost five years of brutal conflict
in Syria has triggered a “language
rush” among professionals and students seeking to reach Europe, notably Germany.
Students of all ages are cramming
language learning centres in Damascus where the number of such institutions has shot up from three prior
to the 2011 conflict to more than 15.
They offer German language classes
to some 20,000 people monthly.

Institutions offer
German language
classes to some
20,000 people
monthly.
Students seeking to continue
their education in Germany and
families trying to be reunited with
relatives already settled there hope
learning German will increase their
chances in getting visas and facilitate the process of family reunion.
Samer Khayreddine, a civil engineer, expressed hope that becoming fluent in German will be a shortcut for his acceptance in a German
university offering master’s degree
classes. “I have to complete the required language level, which is a
precondition for acceptance in any
German university,” said Khayreddine, who has finished the first level

at al Abaa’ Institute.
His friend Rami Issa, a general
physician and also a student at the
centre, is waiting to be reunited
with his 16-year-old son who arrived in Germany six months ago.
“Within the next six months I could
be moving to Germany and I have
to learn the language as much as
possible in order to increase my
chances of finding a job quickly,”
Issa said.
Issa’s
14-year-old
daughter,
Rama, sits next to her father in
the class. “I find difficulties learning German but with the help of
my brother, whom I communicate
with through Skype, I have started
to pick it up slowly,” she said. Rama
and her father completed the first
level within three weeks but they
have to finish four more levels at
least.
In another language centre in Damascus’s Baramka neighbourhood,
Oum Fadi and her two children,
aged 10 and 11, are poring over German language books. “My husband
travelled to Germany three months
ago and is waiting for his residence
permit to be issued in order to start
the family reunion process. In the
meantime, we are learning German
so the children would not miss a
school year in the future,” she said.
The rush to learn German is also
driven by opportunities offered to
Syrian students and professionals
in German universities and German
medical centres which are experiencing manpower shortages, said
al-Abaa’ Director Riyad Haloush.
“Our students come from different professional backgrounds, including medicine and engineering.
They are not limited to new university graduates wishing to continue
their education in Germany but

Syrians seeking to learn German at Damascus foreign language teaching institutes.
include older adults and children
hoping to be reunited with their
families there,” Haloush said.
Some 80% of those enrolled in
German classes are young people
who have recently finished university studies. “Initially the foreign
languages that were in demand
were English and French but, since
the outbreak of the war, demand
for German increased tremendously because of the high demand for
skilled labour in Germany,” German
language teacher Marwan Hami
said.
“Skilled Syrian labour in a variety of fields arrive in Germany
fully prepared and equipped. They
even learn the language by 50% and
within a few months become ready
to enter the market in an ageing society short of young blood… That is
why Germany is the primary beneficiary of Syrian migration.”
In addition to German, Swedish
and Dutch languages are in demand
but no teaching cadres are available
in Syria, teacher Ziad Mohamad
noted. While demand for German
is high across Syria, he said, only a
few teaching centres exist outside

Damascus, although there are two
each in Aleppo and Latakia.
“We have received several requests from Homs and Sweida to
open German classes there but it is
impossible because of a shortage of
teachers.
Most of those who could speak
German have already left and work
as translators for the refugees in
Germany,” Mohamad said.
For Haidar Mahmoud, an engineer from Homs, the only solution
was to move to Damascus. ”I have
applied to a German university
and tried to teach myself German
through the internet but it was very
hard, so I decided to come to Damascus to attend German classes,”
he said.
Pupils pay 15,000 Syrian pounds
(about $68) per session, each of
which lasts two-three weeks. They
must complete five or six sessions
to reach the level required to apply
for a student visa.
But many fear that the attacks in
Paris and jihadi terror alerts sweeping Europe could obstruct the process.
“I have gone through interviews

80%
of those enrolled
in German classes
are young people
who have recently
finished university
studies.
at the German embassy in Beirut
and presented all the papers required for family reunion but I fear I
might not be able to join my son after the events in Europe, especially
because I come from Raqqa, which
is under ISIS control,” said Khalil,
who asked to be identified only by
his first name.
Germany has said it expects
800,000-1 million asylum applications by the end of the year.
Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based
journalist and regular contributor
to The Arab Weekly. He has been
covering Syria since 1995.

Alexandria volunteers tackle women harassment
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

T

Two members of the group posing with the campaign slogan.

o battle Egypt’s rampant
sexual harassment, volunteers in the northern
coastal city of Alexandria
have decided to tackle the
problem head-on.
The Alexandria as Safe as in the
Past group sends members to public
parks, markets and universities to
prevent sexual harassment and protect women by delivering the message that harassing them is an act of
cowardice.
“Apart from stemming the tide
of sexual harassment, we work to
break the cycle of violence that results from this harassment,” said
Karim Mahrous, the founder of
the group. “We do this by focusing
on the places where harassment is
widespread.”
Sexual harassment is certainly
widespread in Egypt, which, according to the UN Population Fund
(UNFPA), comes second only to Afghanistan in the prevalence of the
issue.
More than 99% of Egyptian women interviewed by UN Women, the
gender equality unit of the United
Nations, in 2013 said they had been
sexually harassed.
Almost 82.6% of women interviewed for the study said they did
not feel safe on the street and 86.5%
said public transport was unsafe.
The study revealed that enactment and enforcement of a law addressing sexual harassment was perceived as the first step in addressing
the problem.
Egypt introduced a law on sexual
harassment in June 2014 for the first

time. According to the law, verbal,
physical, phone and online sexual
harassment carries a prison sentence from six months to five years,
and up to 50,000 Egyptian pounds
(about $6,300) in fines.
But the law seems to have
changed little in a country where often victims of sexual harassment are
blamed for inciting the act.
Recently, a woman who was beaten outside a Cairo shopping mall
for trying to resist the man harassing her was ridiculed by a female
TV host who commented on the
“skinny” trousers the victim was
wearing.

Egypt introduced a
law on sexual
harassment in June
2014 for the first
time.
In other cases, women were
blamed for being harassed with
some people saying that “revealing
clothes” worn by the victims tempt
men to harass them.
However, that does not explain
cases in which women who are totally covered, either by wearing the
full veil or long clothes, are still harassed.
Several groups are emerging to
fight sexual harassment, particularly during social and religious occasions, which result in widespread
instances of such behaviour.
Some people say the groups reflect a growing public desperation
with official inaction. The groups
say when they catch somebody in
the act of harassing women and
hand him to police, the perpetrator
is often released without charge.

Alexandria as Safe as in the Past is
different in that its members do not
only try to prevent harassment but
also attempt to change the culture
of harassment. They do this by distributing flyers to young men on the
streets. They go everywhere in Alexandria to talk to everybody about
the “devastating” effects of harassment.
“We also give these people information about the legal punishment
they can receive in case they harass
women on the streets,” Mahrous
said.
The group has a legal action unit
that encourages women to speak out
against the harassment and helps
them file legal proceedings against
harassers, according to Mohamed
Abba, another founder of the group.
It has also set up a medical response unit to offer medical and
post-traumatic support to harassment victims, Abba added.
Some victims, especially those
subjected to rape, end up with serious physical injuries and psychological trauma.
The campaign has now been copied in other provinces, including
more conservative ones in southern
Egypt and in the Nile Delta.
Mahrous said the initiative had
been copied in nine other provinces, deploying volunteers to public
places and setting up legal action
and medical response teams to help
victims.
“There is a marked change in public culture about harassment,” Mahrous said. “In the past, some people
used to either give excuse to harassers or justify their actions but now
this is changing altogether.”
Hassan Abdel Zaher is an Egyptian
journalist based in Cairo.
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Comedy film legend Bill Murray honoured
at Marrakech International Film Festival
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

U

S filmmaker Francis
Ford Coppola opened
the 15th Marrakech International Film Festival as head of the jury
with a special tribute to Canadian
cinema.
Coppola said Morocco was one of
his favourite places.
“My grandmother was born in
North Africa and she spoke French,
English, Italian and Arabic,” he
said.
“I believe Morocco is a magical
land and I look forward to discussing with my friends here and being
united in the friendship and creativity, which are things that cinema
has always encouraged,” added the
director of the Godfather trilogy.
US actor Bill Murray, Oscar-nominated for his role in Lost in Translation, received a lifetime achievement award at the December 4th
opening ceremony.

“My heart is heavy
because of the
events in Paris; my
heart is heavy
because of the
events in San
Bernardino.”
Murray gave an emotional speech
during which he addressed recent
terror attacks that have shaken
France and the United States.
“My heart is heavy because of

the events in Paris; my heart is
heavy because of the events in
San Bernardino,” said Murray. “It’s
a strange world right now, a very
strange world.
“Each and every man and woman here on this planet is a manifestation of God and to that end we
must all work,” he added.

The festival, set to
run through
December 12th,
scheduled 93 films
from 33 nations to be
showcased.
He then promoted his new movie
Rock the Kasbah (directed by Barry
Levinson), which was filmed in
2014 in the North African kingdom.
“I usually turn down lifetime
homages because it means you’re
dying or very sick,” he said. “And
I only came here because it was
here… And because it’s this film
and I wanted all of you to see it
because it was filmed here in Morocco.”
Rock the Kasbah, which was
screened as part of the opening
ceremony, is a story of a washedup music manager Richie Lanz (Bill
Murray) who is fired by his last client while on a visit to Kabul.
Richie’s luck turns around after meeting Salima Khan (Leem
Lubany), a Pashtun teenager with a
stunning voice who dreams of becoming the first female to compete
on the television show Afghan Star,
Afghanistan’s version of American
Idol.
To help Salima fulfill her dream,

US actor Bill Murray (second L) holds his award for his contribution to acting, as US director and President of the Jury Francis Ford Coppola (R) and his daughter and director Sofia Coppola (second R),
and jury member Indian actress Richa Chadda pose during the opening night of the 15th Marrakech
International Film Festival in Marrakech, Morocco, on December 4th.
Richie seeks help from a prostitute
(Kate Hudson), his arms-merchant
friends Nick and Jake (Danny McBride and Scott Caan) in Kabul and
a mercenary (Bruce Willis).
The festival, set to run through
December 12th, scheduled 93 films
from 33 nations to be showcased.
The films included the Mexican

migration thriller Desierto and Canada’s Closet Monster.
Festival organisers focused on
Canadian cinema and chose to
honour Canadian filmmaker Atom
Egoyan for his movie The Captive,
which is among the films that competed for the Palme d’Or at the 2014
Cannes Film Festival.

Master classes scheduled as part
of the festival’s activities include
Iran’s Abbas Kiarostami, South
Korea’s Park Chan-wook and Germany’s Fatih Akin.
Saad Guerraoui is a frequent
contributor to The Arab Weekly on
Maghreb issues.

Controversial Moroccan film Much Loved attracts
crowds, wins Carthage festival award
“What happened to the actress
Loubna Abidar, who was a victim
of an attack, is alarming,” Tunisian
actress Sawssen Maalej said. “Also,
it is shameful that she was insulted
and ignored after the attack as if being an actress does not make you
a citizen entitled to rights in your
country.”
Much Loved won the Carthage
Film Festival’s jury prize but the Tunisian audience was divided about
the film.

Roua Khlifi

Tunis

N

abil Ayouch’s Much
Loved gained critical
acclaim and a festival
award despite divided opinions from the
Carthage Film Festival audience
about the movie, which was banned
in Morocco.
The film’s premiere sold out
quickly, attracting hundreds of festival goers despite tight security
ordered after the terror attack on a
busload of presidential guards in
Tunis. The delicate nature of the
topic of the film prompted festival
officials to further tighten security.
“We came to see what this is
about and we have been waiting
since the morning to get tickets. It
was banned and we want to see why
they banned it in Morocco,” said
Amina, a 22-year-old student.
“Cinema usually has no taboos, so
we are interested in knowing why
the film and the cast were attacked.
It is also a form of support to art that
should defy all taboos.”
Tunisia is the first country to
screen the movie, which depicts
prostitution in Morocco, following
the ban by Rabat. Actress Loubna
Abidar was assaulted and beaten in
Morocco for her depiction of a prostitute in the film.
Moroccan authorities deemed
the movie has serious contempt for
moral values and Moroccan women.
Abidar posted photos of injuries
she received after being attacked for
appearing in the film. She claimed
that police and medics refused to
help. Abidar then left Morocco for
France.
Following the Tunis screening,
Ayouch said Much Loved is an account of stories of prostitutes he

“What I saw: 70%
pornography, 20%
people swearing at
each other and 10%
prostitution.”

Tunisians line up outside a cinema to watch Moroccan film Much Loved during the 26th Carthage Film
Festival on November 26th, in Tunis.
met over a year and a half prior to
filming.
“I have a fascination with the image of the female prostitute in the
Arab world for years and especially
in Morocco as a warrior, a rebel and
a part of a resistance. They have
a unique role in the lives of their
country and their society,” Ayouch
said.
“I met 200 to 300 prostitutes from
all over the country, which was
emotionally moving. They told me
about their destiny, their path and
their intimacies on which I based
the characters in the film.”
One of the official complaints regarded nudity in the film. Ayouch
explained that the nature of the film
demanded such a depiction of the

lives of sex workers.
“The scenes with nudity are not
pornographic. There were more
provocative scenes in the history of
Arab cinema. I could have chosen a
more politically correct manner to
depict the subject but I didn’t. My
purpose was not to provoke either,”
he said.
“The film is the reflection of the
way I spent this year and a half I
spent with the prostitutes. Their
lives were hard and there is violence
that I wanted to convey to the viewers the way it affected me when they
told me their stories.”
Ayouch said he was pleased with
the way Much Loved was received at
the festival.
“I think it is a beautiful gift that

the movie was selected for its aesthetic qualities to be in the competition and it was beautiful to see how
the audience received the film. The
Tunisian audience lived with the
film,” Ayouch said.
“This is the first time I see an Arabic audience reacting this way in moments that did not trigger the same
reactions when screened abroad. It
was alive. For me, as a filmmaker
who worked for two years, this reaction is a form of a bond with the
audience that I am looking for.”
Following the screening, festival
organisers put together a discussion on the theme of Roles, Actresses
and Violence to denounce violence
against actresses and to express
support for Abidar.

“I personally expected it to be
high quality and to have dwelt on
political things but I was disappointed by what I saw: 70% pornography, 20% people swearing at each
other and 10% prostitution, poverty,
child abuse, women’s rights, freedom, contradictions in Arab societies between outward conservatism
and inward voluptuousness,” said
Mohsen Hrizi, a teacher. “The only
thing that this movie added is that it
tried to be very faithful in portraying
ugliness.”
Ahmed, a student, said: “It was
emotional to watch. The misery of
these prostitutes was revealed in
a way that shocks and makes you
think about their lives. Perhaps
some people could not stand the nudity and sex scenes but it could not
have been portrayed otherwise.
“Whether you appreciate the film
or not, it does not leave you untouched as you leave. It definitely
opened my eyes to many things.”
Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and
Culture contributor for The Arab
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.
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International appeal of Beirut Art Residency
Jimmy Dabbagh

Beirut

I

nstability and progress seldom
go hand-in-hand. Yet in Lebanon, the rule is not the norm,
especially in Beirut, where
cultural life moves on despite
insecurity and tumult fuelled by
political deadlock and economic
slowdown.
In an environment laden with
contrasts, a dynamic ecosystem of
local artists, curators, gallery owners and patrons thrives and attracts
a constant stream of international
artists.

The space is
constantly active,
offering a six-week
residency
programme to as
many as five artists
at a time.
Nestled away on a side street in
Gemmayze district, one of Beirut’s
creative hubs, is an unpretentious
three-bedroom flat where international artists can share a workplace
as part of a six-week art residency
programme. Beirut Art Residency
(BAR) is a non-profit organisation
and an interdisciplinary space
aimed at fostering cross-cultural
relations between foreign artists
and the local artistic community.
Preparing a kettle of cinnamon
tea, Amar Zahr, BAR’s 27-year-old
director, reveals the gamble she
had to take to conceive it all.

A double major graduate in
business and studio arts from the
American University of Beirut,
Zahr had participated in several art
residencies abroad. “Whenever I’d
be on these art programmes other
artists would ask me [if] there are
any art residencies in Beirut,” she
said.
It was then, she said, that she
noticed there was a gap in Beirut’s art scene, although some art
groups such as Ashkal Alwan had
some form of artist residency programme.
Still employed in a stable job in
Dubai, Zahr decided to take photographs of her friend’s apartment
in Mar Mikhael district adjacent to
Gemmayze and launch a seemingly
legitimate open call via a fake pilot
website called “CRATER” to gauge
the interest of potential participants to an art residency in Beirut.
To her surprise, 40 people applied in the first week.
“A co-working studio space is
something that is very rare in Beirut. People usually work outside
their apartments by themselves,
not a lot of artists have shared studios here,” Zahr said.
“I wanted to create this place as a
melting pot for both international,
regional and local artists to meet
and collaborate. [It’s] not just for
the international artists to see Beirut but also for the local artists who
are based here and don’t always get
the chance to travel and meet artists from abroad.”
The space is constantly active,
offering a six-week residency programme to as many as five artists at
a time. After receiving the first residents, including Sara Naim, a Syr-

Foreign artist participating in the Beirut Art Residency
programme.

Syrian photographer and visual artist Sara Naim and British-Iraqi painter Athier Mousawi sharing the
work space at Beirut Art residence.
ian photographer and visual artist,
and Athier Mousawi, a British-Iraqi
painter, Zahr had an inaugural
show on October 27th to introduce
guests to the residents and their
artwork.
“We help the artists with their
projects from start to finish by inviting critics, curators and [other]
people from the art scene in Beirut to come to the residency every
week and meet with them,” she
said.
The latest roster of resident artists includes Pierre Dalpé, a photographer from Montreal, whose
works navigate between documentary reportage and staged scenarios to examine the relationship
between the body, identity, disguise and performance; Lucienne
Bestall, from Cape Town, who is
preoccupied with considering the
function of everyday objects within an artistic framework; and Serbian artist Ivana Ivkovic, who creates
site-specific interventions.
Although the artists work across
different approaches their upcoming projects all incorporate Beirut
as a central motif.
“There is a little bit of a culture
shock when you come from North

America,” Dalpé said. “But as I’ve
gotten to know the city I like it
more and more. I guess the challenge for me is sort of landing in a
milieu you’re not familiar with and
having to connect with a lot of different people.”

In Beirut, cultural
life moves on
despite insecurity
and tumult fuelled
by political
deadlock.
Meanwhile, Bestall clarifies that
her perceptions of the city have
begun to shift. “I thought there
would be a lot of parallels between
Beirut and Cape Town. I thought
the art scene would be very small,
I was completely wrong,” she said.
“There’s so much energy behind
the arts here. I feel a lot safer here
than I do in Cape Town. It feels like
quite a relief to me.”
For Ivkovic, who underlines the
similarities between her hometown
of Belgrade and Beirut, the transition was a smoother one. She said:
“It seems to be a centre of hedon-

ism. You can feel a huge amount of
life; there is that tendency of nonchalance and even indulgence.”
With a drawn-out garbage crisis
and other tensions continuing to
mount, Zahr said that the uneasy
energy can play a positive role in
shaping the artistic process.
“It draws people in, for sure, and
it affects your work. I’m sure the
artists had a certain idea of what
to do before they came [and] now
they’re going to be changing their
concepts as they get influenced by
the surroundings, which is what
happened to me when I was doing
my art residency in Istanbul,” Zahr
said, as she recalled her residency
on Taksim Square in 2013 when
the Gezi Park protests were taking
place.
“There were hundreds of thousands of demonstrators and tear
gas and that affected me, but I
wanted to stay because it brings
out so much of your creativity. [It]
completely changed what I was
working on.”
Jimmy Dabbagh is a journalist
based in Beirut and contributes
cultural articles to The Arab
Weekly.

In Algeria, youth revel in heavy metal
Algiers

T

hey came from all over
conservative
Algeria,
clad in black leather,
studded bracelets and
even the traditional Muslim veil to revel at a rare heavy
metal concert.
Organised in the eastern city of
Constantine — designated the 2015
Capital of Arab Culture by the Arab
League and UN cultural agency
UNESCO — the two-day Fest 213
brought together heavy metal music fans from across Algeria.

“Officials consider
these movements as
too Westernised and
not profitable” .
Headbanging and mosh pits
may seem incongruous in Algeria, where the government prefers
to promote traditional music and
events that bolster its Arab-Muslim
identity, but the country has had
a solid core of metal fans for more
than two decades and — despite
occasional media charges of “devil
worship” — the music is attracting
a new generation of followers.

“This is really unprecedented,”
a young woman from Constantine
going by the name “Sadness Spirit”
told Agence France-Presse at Fest
213, which shares its name with Algeria’s international dialling code.
Dressed in black leather, with
face piercings and dyed-red hair,
she was waiting for a concert to begin, accompanied by a friend with
her own piercings but also wearing
a Muslim veil.
Nearby stood a group of young
men dressed in black T-shirts,
their arms tattooed and their hair
slicked back with gel.
“Outside of concerts we don’t
dress this way or act this way to
avoid trouble,” said “Sadness Spirit”.
The festival featured five bands,
including Franco-Algerian acts
Acyl and Arkan, but also homegrown outfits Traxx, Fingerprints
and Numidas.
A far cry from the country’s Rai
pop music, Algerian metal first
emerged in the 1990s, a decade
marked by a devastating war between the government and Islamists.
With authorities preoccupied
with battling extremism — the war
eventually claimed 200,000 lives —

Algerian rock group Traxx from the north-central city of Tizi
Ouzou plays in the Algerian city of Constantine.
an underground metal scene flourished largely unnoticed by the country at large.
More recently it has come under
fire, with conservatives accusing
the music of corrupting Algeria’s
youth.
El Biled, a conservative television channel, launched a virulent

attack last summer against metal
fans, accusing them of being “devil
worshippers”. It broadcast a documentary featuring fans speaking of
black magic, with images of skulls
flashing in the background.
The documentary prompted a
backlash from metal aficionados on
social media, with one Facebook

page urging supporters to adopt
the slogan “I’m a metalhead and a
Muslim”.
Artists have also accused the
government of using its control
over concert venues to limit their
performances,
blocking
some
bands and telling others to change
their lyrics.
Malik Chaoui, an Algerian cultural activist, said the government
too often promotes “cultural policies that aim to control thought”
and needs to accept more diversity.
For now, followers of alternative
music are doing what they can outside the mainstream, using social
media for promotion and finding
independent associations willing
to help organise events.
In Algiers, a group of young people have set up a group dubbed
Mayhem to help promote musicians who play rock, metal and
blues. It has arranged performances on the terrace of the capital’s
Museum of Fine Arts.
“Officials consider these movements as too Westernised and not
profitable but in fact a metal concert brings in a lot of people,” said
21-year-old Mayhem member Zakaria Brahami.
(Agence France-Presse)
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Jordan’s
Umm Qais an
attraction off
the beaten track
Raied T. Shuqum

Amman

O

ff the beaten track, in the
north-western tip of Jordan’s borders with Israel
and Syria, are the ruins
of the Decapolis city of
Gadara, which has been known as
Umm Qais since the Middle Ages.
Situated on a ridge in a defensible position, naturally protected
by steep inclines on three sides and
only accessible on its eastern side,
Gadara is378 metres above sea level on hills above the Jordan valley,
overlooking Lake Tiberias, the Golan Heights and the Yarmouk river
gorge.
In 218BC, the Greek historian
Polybius described Gadara as being the “strongest of all places in
the region” but it nonetheless fell
shortly thereafter to Seleucid King
Antiochus III of Syria.
Gadara’s main draw is its spectacular panoramic view of Israel,
the Palestinian territories, Lebanon
and Syria. Its long and rich history
adds to its charm.

Gadara’s main draw
is its spectacular
panoramic
view of Israel,
the Palestinian
territories, Lebanon
and Syria.
“Oh my God, Umm Qais has a
wonderful feel to it,” said Svetlana
Bourenskaya, a Russian tour leader.
“It has the most magnificent grand
view that I have seen in this whole
region. It makes one imagine the
days gone by and one truly feels
uplifted from the experience.”
Russian groups visiting the site
“just loved it” though the place
needed better facilities, such as
more washrooms, restaurants and
coffee shops, Bourenskaya added.
Umm Qais is divided into two
parts: a new village inhabited by
7,000 people and an historic part
with remarkable Roman ruins
standing together with the striking
houses of black basalt and white
limestone of an abandoned Ottoman village.
Outside the tourist area, Jordan
retrieved lands — mostly plantations — in Umm Qais from Israel
under a 1994 peace treaty. The ac-

cord ended Israel’s occupation of
the area that began following the
1967 Middle East War.
“It was a rightful step that restored our sovereignty over Jordanian territory that had been occupied,” said Abdelsalam Majali, a
former Jordanian prime minister
whose government negotiated the
accord with Israel.
“Peace allowed us to open the
area for tourism,” Majali said.
Umm Qais has been a Christian
pilgrimage destination. It is, tradition says, where Jesus cast out the
devil from two people into a herd
of pigs (Matthew 8:28-34) “in the
country of the Gadarenes”, which
has often been associated with Gadara.
A series of earthquakes around
the year 747 destroyed much of Gadara’s infrastructure. Ultimately,
the city was abandoned. In 1806,
German explorer Ulrich Seetzen
identified the ruins as those of Gadara.
Excavations began in 1974 and
uncovered many remains, including a colonnaded street, a theatre, a mausoleum and a Byzantine
church. In 2004 Gadara was found
to have had a 170-km Roman aqueduct.
During Ottoman rule in the
1890s, a village began to flourish
on the Roman ruins, with inhabitants reusing the already cut stones
in the area to build their homes
around the courtyards.
In 1986, the 1,500 inhabitants accepted payment from the Ministry
of Tourism to leave their homes so
archaeologists could excavate the
site. Since then not a single centimetre of village land has been
cleared due to budget constraints.
Instead the Ministry of Tourism
backed a project to convert the Ottoman cottages into a tourist village
and chalet-style hotel in the mid1990s, starting with a rest house
and museum but once again only a
handful of houses were renovated.
Tour guide Mohammad Abdo
said the site deserves more tourists, noting that “the numbers have
dropped due to all the tension in
the region”.
Tourism Ministry data show a
drop in the number of tourists to
the site from 132,884 to 119,736 between January and July 2015, compared with the same period in 2014.
As visitors approach the ancient
site at the western edge of the
modern village of Umm Qais, two
Roman tombs in a hollow lead the
way to the grounds.

Agenda
Dubai:
Until 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.

Beirut:
Until December 23th
The eighth Beirut Chants Festival
takes place in historic churches
of the central district of Beirut
and its surroundings. Celebrating
Christmas, the festival’s programme includes choral, sacred
music, chamber and philharmonic orchestra performances
and appearances by international
soloists. National and international artists, such as La Scala,
Notre Dame University Choir, the
Lebanese Philharmonic Orchestra, Abeer Nehme, Jeff Cohen and
Abdel Rahman el Bacha, have collaborated on the festival line-up.

Beirut:
Until December 26th
Souk El Tayeb is a weekly market
that hosts more than 60 producers from across Lebanon with
food products as well as traditional and handmade crafts. Souk
El Tayeb is open every Saturday
from 9am-2pm at Beirut Souks in
Beirut, facing the Medgulf building on Trablos Street.

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

Archaeological sites of Umm Qais.
At the site, the main paved Roman street runs from east to west
leading into the abandoned Ottoman village, where one can wander
freely in and out of the many courtyards and alleys. Furrows in the
paved road were made by wheels of
ancient vehicles.
The street leads to the haunting
West Theatre, built entirely of basalt, which has essentially survived
the test of time. In the theatre’s
centre used to be a large headless
white marble statue of Tyche, the
goddess of fortune and prosperity
of a city in Greek mythology. The
figure is on display at the site’s museum.
North of the theatre is the village’s most striking area, the Basilica Terrace, cut into the bedrock
on one side and from the other side
supported by vaulted shops, which
hosts a courtyard, a square Byzan-

tine fifth- or sixth-century church
and a basilica.
The site’s museum, which is the
former residence of the Ottoman
governor, rests on the top of the hill
in an elegant two-storey building,
with an internal courtyard. With
its hippodrome and partly reconstructed monumental gateway, the
site is designed to impress.
“We are sure to bring more people to this delightful site and to Jordan as a whole but I hope the country and the site realise that bringing
in more tourists entails upgrading
services,” Bourenskaya said.
The daunting fact is that what
one sees above ground is only a
small part of Gadara, which in ancient times extended for a kilometre westward from the Basilica
Terrace, yet remains largely unexcavated and unrestored.
Raied T. Shuqum, based in
Amman, has reported on regional
issues since 1999.

Katara Beach, Qatar:
December 18th-20th
The fourth Run the World Festival
(RTW) features a variety of sports
competitions, including basketball, volleyball, football, cricket,
BMX, skateboarding and parkour.
The opening ceremony is set for
Qatar’s National Day and is to feature unique Qatari performances
as well as the RTW Souq, which
provides a market for a variety
of items and many different cultures. Also on the programme are
Youth Got Talent performances.

Nabeul:
December 20th-28th
Nabeul, a coastal town in northeastern Tunisia hosts the 30th
International Neapolis Festival for
Kids’ Theatre. The festival takes
place in Nabeul’s diverse theatre
district and will host shows from
India, Argentina, Lebanon, Algeria, Saudi Arabia and France.

Dubai:
January 22nd-23rd
Alserkal Avenue in Dubai will
host the Quoz Arts Festival. The
festival includes live art, murals,
workshops, film screenings,
gallery openings and live music
performed and created by local
talents. Alserkal Avenue will be
open all day during the exhibition.

We welcome submissions of
calendar items related to
cultural events of interest
to travellers in the Middle
East and North Africa.

Umm Qais, a northern Jordanian village that lies on the border with Israel, West Bank and Syria.

(Photo credit: Nader Daoud)
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