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Jihadism goes global. Terror was
shown to have no boundaries
— either geographically or in
terms of savagery — as a series of
attacks on November 13th, 2015,
in Paris ended with the deaths of
130 people. This Paris makeshift
memorial mourned the victims
two days later. Attackers — all EU
citizens — used guns and suicide
bombs in assaults on cafés, a
stadium and a concert hall. The
Islamic State (ISIS) claimed the
killings were in retaliation for
French participation in the air
campaign against the group in
Syria and Iraq. French President
François Hollande called the
Paris attacks an “act of war”.
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Syria tragedy continues. A man plays guitar
amid the rubble of buildings destroyed in
attacks on Aleppo in northern Syria.

The Year of the Migrant. The body of Aylan Kurdi, a 3-year-old Syrian refugee who
died trying to reach Greece, lies on a Turkish beach in a heart-rending image that
gave a face to the migrants’ plight.

July 14th deal. US Secretary of State John Kerry
(R), with Iranian Foreign Minister Javad Zarif
(L) after agreement on Iran nuclear programme.

Arab Nobel Peace Prize. Norwegian Nobel official Kaci Kullmann Five (L) presents members of the Tunisian National Dialogue Quartet with the Nobel Peace Prize on
December 10, 2015. The civil society organisations were honoured for helping Tunisia develop a “pluralistic democracy”. Tunisia was lauded for being a rare success in
the “Arab spring”.

2015
in
review
A year of mass migration, war, terror

attacks and tumbling oil prices in MENA
Fleeing under ISIS. The Islamic
State (ISIS) controlled parts of Syria
and Iraq through a reign of terror.
Ritualistic killings — beheadings
and burning victims alive
— and other atrocities were
carried out by ISIS operatives
against those who refused
to accept their form of Islam
or live by their overbearing
dictates. The situation was
so dire that thousands
risked the hardships of lives
as refugees rather than remain
under ISIS rule.

Russian comeback. As illustrated by Russia’s submarine
Rostov-on-Don sailing through the Bosphorus, a massive
military incursion in September re-established a powerful
Russian presence in the Middle East.

Hierarchy reset. Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud (C) set
the order of succession to the Saudi throne, naming his nephew
Mohammed bin Nayef bin Abdulaziz (R) crown prince and his son
Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz (L) deputy crown prince.

War in Yemen. A boy carries
containers to one of the few
sources of drinkable water, as
humanitarian crisis followed
military action in Yemen. A
Saudi-led coalition battled
Iran-supported Houthi rebels
since March 2015.
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From one year to the other

Oussama Romdhani

Let us hope that
2016 will be
the year when
the Arab world
starts down the
path to a better
future.

I

n this issue, we look back at 2015 and ahead to 2016. The last year
had its share of wars and tragedies in North Africa and the Middle
East as thousands continue to die in the battlefields of Syria, Iraq
and Yemen. Civil strife rages in Libya and prevents the establishment of a functioning state there. Jihadist insurgencies, at varying
levels of intensity, have confronted the governments of Saudi
Arabia, Egypt and Tunisia.
Regional unrest and violence have created the direst humanitarian
crises in history and threatened to reshape the ethnic and religious map of
the region as minorities are attacked and displaced.
The political crises are in many ways reflections of moral and intellectual crises so acute they are driving many young Arabs to embrace a
suicidal narrative of hate and destruction. The criminal designs of the
Islamic State and similar groups could not have been inflicted upon
innocent victims if there were not enough desperate people willing to be
radicalised and fanatical sponsors luring and supporting them.
We also are experiencing crises of imagination. For decades, too many
countries within the region and outside of it have viewed war as the best
way to settle disputes and address political, sectarian and ethnic divides.
In 2015, non-Arab regional powers continued to see a stake in military
involvement further fanning the flames of instability. Sectarian expansionism continues to be a dangerous factor fuelling war and preventing
coexistence.
The West’s wars from the sky may have shielded Europeans and
Americans from suffering too many casualties; but air campaigns have not
ended or even contained the ongoing conflicts. Neither have they spared
the region the millions of killed, injured and displaced as well as the
billions of dollars of economic losses. They ended up provoking a Russian
incursion unequalled since the Cold War.
Nevertheless, developments during the last few months of 2015 could
be a harbinger of a more peaceful environment, if only because the
belligerents and their proxies are maybe too exhausted to continue
fighting and now find it more expedient to search for political settlements.
Beyond extinguishing the fires of violence, the Arab world needs to cure
its socio-economic ills in order to become a better place to live and a
region where foreign tourists and investors feel safe enough to visit and
work.
The ongoing crises are crises of youth: Desperate young people are
fleeing the Middle East and North Africa, when they are not joining the
ranks of jihadist groups.
Educational systems have failed to generate tolerant and reason-oriented mindsets. The mismatch between educational systems and economies is such that university graduates have less of a chance to find a job
than those with no university education.
The majority of young people are disinterested in public life as a result
of their distrust of politicians and politics. And it is not the opportunistic
manipulation of religion that can provide a meaningful and constructive
agenda for young people.
Let us hope that 2016 will be the year when the Arab world starts down
the path to a better future. This will require progress in resolving regional
conflicts, turning the tide against jihadism and its twisted appeal, and
starting to address the underlying socio-economic problems that have
fuelled the region’s crises.

Oussama Romdhani is the editor-in-chief of The Arab Weekly.
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Special new year issue
Hope glimmering, needs to be fanned

T

he year just ended was
historic in the many
ills mankind inflicts on
itself. The war in Syria
was emblematic, with
its horrific multisided
conflict that includes an abusive
John Hendel
regime and the Islamic State
(ISIS), a terrorist group so ghastly
many consider Bashar Assad,
accused of killing thousands of
his own people, a preferable
option.
That war, combined
with a lack of opportunity elsewhere
Afflictions seemed to
in the region, led to
settle over the Middle
one of the largest
mass migrations in
East and North Africa
history. Hundreds of
like a thick, suffocating thousands fled, an
exodus that continues.
cloud in 2015.
Facing treacherous sea
crossings or equally
demanding treks over
thousands of miles of
land, refugees faced unbelievable
hardship rather than deal with unbearable oppression and violence

at home.
When host countries had trouble
dealing with the sheer number
of refugees, camps often became
squalid, with disease rampant. International and non-governmental
organisations could not keep up
with the demand for aid. Their
tasks were hampered by widespread apathy — one of the world’s
greatest offences.
Political unrest, some involving
armed battles, marked many countries. The lack of opportunity for a
productive life made many young
people ripe targets for extremists
and willing partners in terrorism at
home and abroad.
The Greek myth of Pandora has
her opening a container, allowing
all the world’s ills — death, sickness, poverty, hunger and more —
to escape. Those afflictions seemed
to settle over the Middle East and
North Africa like a thick, suffocating cloud in 2015.
However, the last spirit out of
Pandora’s jar was Elpis, the embodiment of hope. This is mankind’s

greatest asset. Hope brings light
to darkness. Hope allows us to see
past adversity and sense that relief,
safety and peace are possible.
Hope glimmered by the end of
2015. There were talks concerning
the war in Yemen and the political
deadlock in Libya. There were negotiations bringing together many
of the factions involved in the Syrian fighting. The Tunisian Quartet
was honoured with the Nobel
Peace Prize, a concrete affirmation
that the democratic experiment in
Tunisia was not unnoticed.
There was an outpouring of
concern for refugees. The guiding
light here was Germany, under
Chancellor Angela Merkel, whose
actions eased the humanitarian
crisis. Berlin said it expected more
than 800,000 asylum applications
in 2015.
Despite myriad pitfalls and
snares hampering progress, people
still turn to hope that the fate of
the region would turn. It was desperation that drove the refugees
to leave their ancestral homes but

they were shepherded by hope.
Hope, for many, is a last refuge.
Many, assuredly, gave in to
despair, believing that even hope
was no longer an option. This is the
most concerning situation. When
hope no longer exists, those creating desperation and despondency
have won.
This cannot be allowed to happen. The region’s true leaders —
those who respect their people and
honour the mantle of authority
— must show there is a way from
the gloom of 2015. The rest of the
world must support — with words,
certainly, but also materially —
those leaders and their people.
If 2105 was noted for despair, all
people must do whatever is possible to make 2016 a glowing example to lead those in such desperate
need towards the light that is hope.
It is the humane — and human —
thing to do.
John Hendel is the Senior Editor
for The Arab Weekly. He lives in the
United States.

Delaying peace is a bad idea

I

n the study of conflict
resolution there is an
exercise I found extremely
helpful in understanding
certain elements of a given
conflict that are not immediately apparent. It is called the
Claude Salhani
helicopter perspective.
You imagine hovering over the
problem from far above to view
it at some distance, thus allowing
a better understanding of all the
actors and all ingredients of the
problem at hand.
Some years ago I decided to use
the helicopter hovering principle
to look at the long-running Middle East conflict
but instead of
A religious
hovering over
I opted to
minority-based regime space
hover over time. I
was not trying to
is the worst of
emulate an H.G.
autocratic regimes.
Wells protagonist
and invent a time
machine; instead I
imagined looking
at the same problem in different
time frames.
I focused on the Arab-Israeli
dispute, a conflict some historians
claim has its origins in biblical

days. Space in the magazine I
was writing for being a concern, I
avoided stories connected to the
Old Testament and instead looked
at the modern-day state of Israel.
In Basel, Switzerland, in 1897
with the gathering of the First
Zionist Congress under the
leadership of Theodor Herzl, the
decision was reached to create a
homeland for the Jewish people.
The choices were Argentina, Madagascar, Uganda and Palestine.
Buenos Aires was desperately
trying to entice white Europeans
to settle the vast but sparsely populated territory in South America.
Madagascar was a French territory. Uganda was British. As the
co-signers of the Sykes-Picot
agreement that divvied up the
spoils of the Ottoman empire at
the close of World War I, Paris and
London were concerned about the
situation in their former colonies.
And Palestine was an obvious
choice given the historic ties the
Jews have to the Holy Land.
As has become all too apparent,
the introduction of God into any
dispute renders the debate far
more volatile.
Let’s now view the Syrian

conflict from the helicopter. The
civil war began with protesters
demanding a say in the running of
their country.
One cannot ignore the fact that
Syria’s Sunni majority population has always resented being
autocratically ruled by a religious
minority clique.
If one was to grade the different
sorts of autocratic, religion-based
regimes on how bad they are
for those they govern, it would
quickly appear that a religious
minority-based regime is the
worst of autocratic regimes.
But now that a radical interpretation of Islam is what drives
many of the Syrian rebels, there
are lots of questions about the
future regime in Syria. It is dangerous enough when religion permeates politics. It is worse when
it drives war alliances. And even
more so when it stands to define
the future of any nation.
Looking back over the years and
the conflicts, and, as we know,
there has been no shortage of violence in the region. At the end of
every war there followed a cycle
of terrorism-based violence that
surpassed the violence produced

by the previous war. Indeed, the
Fedayeen came into the limelight
after the June 1967 Middle East
war. By comparison to the jihadist
Islamic State (ISIS) yesteryear’s
terrorists seemed tame. As the
level of violence has increased, so
has the calibre of weaponry used.
Negotiating peace between Palestinians and Israelis as complex
and complicated as it may be has
become more complicated with
the arrival of the Russians on the
battlefield in support of Syrian
President Bashar Assad.
Now that the Russians have gotten their feet wet in the Mediterranean, there’s no going back for
them. This is what the Russians
have been aiming for since the
days of the czars. They gambled
and they won.
Today’s Syrian civil war is the
dirtiest, bloodiest and fiercest
conflict the Middle East has ever
seen and, if the current trend
continues, there will be no telling
where it will end or how it will
end.
Claude Salhani is the Opinion
editor of The Arab Weekly. Follow
him on Twitter @Claudesalhani.

Expect another year
of chaos and surprises in Syria

2

015 was a Reversal of
Fortune for Syria: No ups
and downs for its poor,
suffering people — it has
been a downer for them
all the way. But for the
different armies, religious
Martin Sieff
movements, political factions and
the major powers moving them
like chips on a poker table, it was a
year of endless ups and downs.
First, the United States backed
the Free Syrian Army (FSA). Then
it dropped it. Now the FSA may be
seeking an accommodation with
Russia.
The year began with the Islamic
State (ISIS) riding high in
Syria and for many months
In 2016, Russia can
its momentum continued
unabated. However, the
be expected to step
Russian intervention in
Syria, combining air strikes
up its support for
with ground operations
Syria.
carried out by the regular
Syrian Army combined
with a stepped-up rhythm
of air strikes by the US-led
coalition appears to have
stalled ISIS’s gains.
December sees long-embattled
Syrian President Bashar Assad riding surprisingly high and making a

monkey out of the US government’s
continued insistence that he must
go. His Russian allies have proven
relentless and efficient in bombing
groups such as al-Nusra Front. And
Iran remains committed to maintaining Assad in power, no matter
what.
One key point often overlooked is
that Russian Air Force coordination
with Syrian ground forces appears
to be much quicker and more competent than US coalition cooperation with the Iraqi Army.
Will this latest pattern continue
into the New Year? Definitely.
Russia and Iran for their different but complementary reasons are
determined to preserve Bashar Assad and restore his national power.
But do not expect Russia and Iran
to simply react to challenges from
the United States, Turkey, ISIS or
anyone else.
In 2016, Damascus can be expected to go on the offensive for
the first time in many years and it
will seek to roll back ISIS. Hezbollah for the moment will focus on
joining in those efforts too, giving a
short breathing space, but no more,
to its main enemy, Israel.
However, expect more surprises

and Reversals of Fortune down the
line.
In 2016, Russia can be expected
to step up its support for Syria, to
boost its influence in the region
and as retaliation for continued
US-led economic sanctions imposed
over Russia’s retention of Crimea
and support for the secessionist
Ukrainian provinces of Donetsk
and Lugansk. Do not be surprised if
major Russian naval assets return to
Latakia or if ground forces move in
to further boost Assad and his army.
Russian President Vladimir Putin
may even use Russia’s role in Syria
as leverage with Saudi Arabia in
seeking joint efforts to stabilise oil
prices.
Syria has been a weak basket
case for so long that nobody in the
region has been able to contemplate it as a revived and renewed
threat. However, if Assad’s rise in
fortune thanks to his support from
Russia in the air and Hezbollah on
the ground continues, a revived
Damascus regime is likely to prove
assertive and threatening to its
neighbours.
That will be very different from
the cautious regional policies
(except in Lebanon) that Damascus

followed from the 1973 October War
(also called War of Ramadan and
the Yom Kippur War) with Israel to
the start of the current great uprising in 2011.
The latest ridiculous and ignorant cliché making the rounds in
Washington is that the credibility
of the state lines drawn by Britain
and France after World War I has
run out.
That idea will be laughed out of
court by Saudi Arabia and the Gulf
emirates, none of which were established by imperialist-colonialist
fiat and all of which were delighted
to see the British and the French
empires out of the region.
But Putin’s support for Assad
shows that one state structure
established by the French nearly
a century ago is still going strong.
Syria in its current form is not going
away. The events of the coming
year will confirm that.
Martin Sieff is a senior fellow
of the American University
in Moscow and the author 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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An onerous year for Syria
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

2

015 was the worst and
most destructive year yet
for Syria in terms of economic, social, human and
ecological losses. It witnessed the expansion of the selfstyled Islamic State (ISIS) in Syria
after Iraq’s and Russia’s powerful
military intervention against the
Islamist militants, buttressing the
positions of regime forces of beleaguered Syrian President Bashar
Assad.
Also, France and Britain joined
the US-led coalition carrying out
air strikes on ISIS targets in Syria
following the deadly Paris attacks
on November 13th. By the end of
2015, Syria’s skies were jammed
with foreign air forces combating
militant terrorism, using destructive weapons, including cruise
missiles, and causing more destruction and heavy casualties.
While
opposition
groups
succeeded in gaining control of
Idlib province in northern Syria,
more territory fell into ISIS hands
in the country’s interior, including
UNESCO World Heritage site
Palmyra and eastern rural Homs.

Syria’s oil, gas and
archaeological sites
have been
systematically
looted.
The bloodiest battles in which
government troops, backed by
Lebanon’s Shia group Hezbollah,
and Iranian and Iraqi combatants,
sustained the highest losses occurred in rural Damascus, Quneitra and Deraa. The army managed
to recapture several towns in the
area but at a very high human cost,
both among civilians and the military.
Lawyer Mahmoud Merhi, the
head of the Arab Organisation for
Human Rights in Syria, noted that
2015 witnessed the highest number of casualties since the outbreak
of the conflict. “The number of victims has augmented tremendously

A Syrian man sits inside his home after reported air strikes by Syrian regime forces in the eastern Ghouta region, a rebel stronghold east
of the capital Damascus, last December.
during this year,” he said, stressing
that casualties estimated at more
than 200,000 at the end of 2014,
increased tremendously in 2015.
Although no accurate estimates
could be possibly obtained, Merhi
said it is believed that more than
350,000 people, mainly civilians
including women and children,
have died since anti-regime protests in March 2011 were ruthlessly
repressed by Assad and degenerated into a fully fledged civil war.
The war has produced more than
700,000 wounded, according to
Merhi, in addition to 4 million refugees who sought shelter abroad
and 7 million internally displaced.
According to a report by the Syrian Centre for Policy Research: “By
the end of the year, Syrian refugees
will become the biggest refugee
community in contemporary history.” By mid-2015, Syria had lost
more than 8% of its population,
almost 49% were forced to move
from their homes and 1.37 million
chose voluntary migration, the report said.
Most Syrian cities and regions
have been devastated by the conflict, leaving large agricultural areas without cultivation, especially

in the provinces of Raqqa, Deir ezZor and Hasakah, Syria’s main centres for wheat production. Some
70% of the country’s wheat comes
from the region, which is largely
controlled by ISIS.
Syria’s wheat production in 201415 stood at 2.8 million tonnes, well
below its pre-crisis production of
an average of 3.5 million tonnes,
which was enough to satisfy local
demand and permit substantial
exports, according to chief statistician at Syria’s Ministry of Agriculture Haitham Haidar.
The drop in production, despite
good rainfall in 2015, was largely
due to loss of agricultural land to
ISIS and the fact that “all dangerous and unsafe areas in other regions were not farmed”, Haidar
said.
On the military side, the main
development occurred later in
the year with Moscow’s direct involvement in the Syrian conflict,
conducting extensive air strikes
and long-range missile attacks on
ISIS positions. Opposition groups
charged that Russia strikes were
targeting them as well in a bid to
bolster Assad.
“The
powerful
intervention

proved to Washington and Europe
that Moscow decided to bet all its
cards in Syria and that it will not
allow the regime’s collapse, at any
cost,” Syrian strategist Hassan Hassan told The Arab Weekly.
“Russia’s military role in Syria
helped the regime forces recapture hundreds of square kilometres
from the opposition, especially in
rural Latakia and Aleppo,” Hassan said. “Ending the 3-year siege
of Kuwaires air base (near Aleppo)
was the biggest regime victory in
2015 and would not have been possible without the Russian bombardment.”
Five years of a destructive conflict has decimated the Syrian
economy, depriving the country of
all its resources and destroying its
infrastructure, including factories,
schools and hospitals in addition to
residential areas.
Moreover, Syria’s oil, gas and archaeological sites have been systematically looted. ISIS, which
relies heavily on oil and artefacts
smuggling for income, is also resorting to primitive methods for
refining oil, seriously endangering
the environment.
The conflict also devastated large

areas of forestry, orchards and
groves, especially in the provinces
of Latakia, Hama and Idlib. It is estimated that forestry, which covered
576,000 hectares of Syria’s surface
of 18.5 million hectares, receded by
more than one-third, according to
the Ministry of Agriculture. Green
areas were lost due to fierce fighting as well as tree cutting by mafias
selling firewood for heating in areas
short of fuel and diesel.
Deputy Minister of Economy
Hayyan Sleiman estimated losses in
the industrial sector at 60%, more
than 85% in agriculture, 96% in the
tourism sector and 100% in expat
remittances, due to international
sanctions imposed on Syrian banks,
in addition to $2 billion of income
losses from oil and electricity.
“Syria’s economic losses have exceeded 6,000 billion Syrian pounds
($300 billion) so far,” Sleiman said.
“Despite their magnitude, these
figures are not final and can only be
updated after terrorists are eliminated.”
Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based
journalist and regular contributor
to The Arab Weekly. He has been
covering Syria since 1995.

Iran pays high price for backing Assad, with worse coming
Ed Blanche

Beirut

I

ran’s military commander in
Syria, Major-General Qassem
Soleimani, has been reported
to have been killed or gravely
wounded in fighting around
the ancient battle-scarred city of
Aleppo.
Tehran insists this iconic warhero, who has masterminded clandestine Iranian operations in Iraq
and across the Middle East in the
Islamic Republic’s drive to become
the paramount regional power, is
alive and kicking.
But Soleimani, commander of
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards
Corps’ (IRGC) elite Quds Force, has
missed several recent public functions and the speculation is that the
Syrian war has claimed one of its
highest-ranking victims, underlining the mounting toll that Tehran
is paying to keep Assad’s brutal regime in power.
Indeed, 2015 has been the worst
year for Iranian troops, including
generals, since Tehran deployed
forces there in 2012. According to
the Foundation for Defense of Democracies (FDD) in Washington,
death notices indicate that 222 IRGC
personnel have been killed since
January 2012, along with a similar
number of Afghan and Pakistani
Shia militiamen — although the true
death toll is probably far higher.
Seven IRGC generals, possibly
including the notoriously elusive
Soleimani, were killed in the intense

battles of 2015. By comparison, only
one US general has been killed in a
conflict zone since the Vietnam war
ended more than 40 years ago.
The high-ranking casualties underline how the IRGC and the Shia
militias they command are now the
cutting edge of pro-Assad forces.
These are largely concentrated in
the northern provinces of Aleppo,
Idlib and Hama, where major regime offensives are under way and
which since September 30th have
been given air support by Syriabased Russian warplanes.
Tehran has long denied it is militarily involved in Syria beyond an
advisory role but as Assad’s forces
have been crippled by heavy losses,
desertions and widespread draftdodging, the Iranians and their Shia
militias recruited in Iraq, Afghanistan and Pakistan have become vital
to Assad’s survival.
Western military sources estimate
there are more than 7,000 Iranians
and non-Iranian militia mercenaries
in Syria and doing most of the fighting.
In October, General Joseph Dunford, chairman of the US Joint Chiefs
of Staff, claimed there were 2,000
Iranian troops in Syria. Syrian opposition sources claim more are likely
to be deployed as the northern offensives drag on.
Indeed, Iran-watchers, such as
Ali Alfoneh of FDD, say that the
IRGC’s death lists indicate that regular IRGC troops, not just the special
operatives of the Quds Force, are
now being fed into the Syrian killing machine. “Under Soleimani, the
differences between the missions

Iranian mourners carry the
casket of Islamic Revolutionary
Guards Corps member
Abdollah Bagheri, who was
killed fighting in Syria, last
year.

of the IRGC’s Ground Force and the
expeditionary Quds Force is rapidly
blurring,” Alfoneh said. “Effectively,
the entire (IRGC) is turning into one
large expeditionary Quds Force.”
Iran’s deployment of the Quds
Force and the Basij, the large Iranian
paramilitary force controlled by the
Guards, and reportedly units from
the IRGC’s regular ground forces,
is not likely to be able to keep pace
with the combat losses.
The relentless flow of foreign
fighters joining jihadist groups such
as the Islamic State (ISIS) and alNusra Front, al-Qaeda’s Syrian wing
— between 27,000 and 31,000 in the
last year, according to the US-based
Soufan Group consultancy — means
Iran will be hard-pressed to match
force levels in Syria.
Gary C. Gambill of the Middle East
Forum has long viewed the Islamic
Republic’s intervention in Syria
to support key Arab ally Assad as
“Iran’s Stalingrad”.
“The Iranian surge,” he wrote in
June 2013, “won’t prevent the overwhelmingly Sunni Arab rebels from
eventually prevailing on the battlefield. Sunni Arabs have a five-to-one
demographic edge over the minority
Alawites.”
Randa Slim of the Middle East
Institute acknowledges that Iran’s
growing investment of men and
money — $6 billion a year, according
to UN officials — has, with Russian
support, kept Assad in power despite repeated setbacks.
“However, all is not going well for
Iran in Syria,” she observed. “Tehran
faces a classic case of mission creep:
It is being forced to commit ever-

greater military and financial resources in Syria, falling deeper into
the Syrian quagmire with no clear
exit strategy.”

2015

has been the worst
year for Iranian troops,
including generals,
since Tehran deployed
forces there.
Analysts Fouad Hamdan, a Lebanese, and Shiar Youssef, a Syrian,
who head the activist group Naame
Shaam which monitors Iran’s role
in Syria, have even argued that US
President Barack Obama has deliberately avoided decisive intervention to aid Assad’s foes so that Iran
will be irrevocably weakened, just
as the United States did during the
Soviet Union’s 1979-89 war in Afghanistan.
Hamdan and Youssef said Washington has been “providing moderate Syrian rebels with just enough
support not to lose the war, but
not enough to win it either. Even
this support has declined in recent
months and rebel groups have suffered more losses in northern Syria.” They call this a US “slow-bleeding policy”.
Ed Blanche is the Analysis editor of
The Arab Weekly. He has covered
Middle Eastern affairs since 1967
and lives in Beirut.
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The 11th-hour Russian incursion
Oubai Shahbandar

Dubai

A

t the end of 2015, it was
increasingly
evident
that the fight for the
future of Syria is an extension of a much wider
battle for the fate of the wider Middle East.
2015 was a pivotal year in the
fight against the regime of Syrian
President Bashar Assad, although
the struggle by the United States
and its regional allies to contain
the Islamic State (ISIS) and find
the right balance in commitment
of military hardware and troop deployment remains mired in lack of
strategic coherence.
Russia permanently altered the
regional order with its massive infusion of attack aircraft, military
advisers, advanced intelligence
and reconnaissance platforms and
conventional forces into Syria.
The relationship between the architect of Iran’s strategy in Syria,
General Qassem Soleimani, Assad
and Russian President Vladimir Putin established a new power axis.
Despite attempts by the United
States to develop an understanding with the Kremlin based on perceived mutual interests, this axis is
fundamentally anchored by opposition to the West and to the interests of Arab coalition forces.
2015 was punctuated by Moscow
and Tehran cementing military and
strategic bonds. Syria was the crucible in which Putin and Soleimani
chose to forge a unique joint force,
alongside Lebanese Hezbollah and
auxiliary Shia militant fighters. The
multiple fronts in Syria drove historically hostile states together.
Russia once feared the effects
and spread of Ayatollah Ruhollah
Khomeini’s Islamic revolution but
now regularly flies its weaponry
over Iranian airspace and coordinates with Islamic Revolutionary

Guards Corps (IRGC) officers in
Syria.
2015 was also the year that the
Iranian regime struck a deal on
its nuclear programme that has offered it almost unfettered space
to expand its unconventional warfare throughout the Levant and the
Gulf.
In fairness, the White House
stressed that it would work with allies in the region to counter Iran’s
asymmetric destabilising activities.
Though Washington is spending
the bulk of its strategic bandwidth
to ensure implementation of the
nuclear deal rather than taking
countermeasures that would risk
Iranian cooperation on the nuclear
front.

2015

was a year in which
Assad’s dangle,
Iran’s hegemony, and
Putin’s gamble in
Syria converged into a
singular force.
As a result, IRGC generals have
been seen on the front lines in
southern Aleppo, making a renewed push to capture the city
with the new air cover provided by
Putin’s expansive arsenal.
The 11th-hour intrusion of Russian forces seemed to provide a
lifeline to the Assad regime’s ailing
national defence and Alawite militias when they were fighting for
the very gateway into their coastal
heartland.
Putin’s image now joins Assad
and Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah in posters created by supporters. It may prove to be a Faustian bargain. Russian state media
continue to define the steady expansion of its military role in Syria
as necessary due to the “invitation”

offered by the Assad regime to fight
“terrorists”.
History has a dry sense of humour:
Soviet state media once reassured
its citizenry that Russian soldiers
would merely be in Afghanistan for
two months to help the “brotherly”
government stabilise against “Western-backed” subversives. 2015 may
prove to be an echo of 1979 as new
seismic forces, with Syria as the epicentre, bring new forms of warfare
to a war-weary world.
The Assad regime sought to utilise a familiar tool in its effort to
gain international legitimacy. Officials in Damascus have had some
success in convincing global audiences that its survival is the sole
solution to combating extremism,
which seems much closer to home
for Western politicians who had
once seen Syria as a tragic but distant affair.
To borrow a term from international spy craft, the Assad regime
attempted a “dangle” to the West,
offering its service in the fight
against Islamic terrorism. A dangle
is a Trojan horse that provides an
enticing illusion that seems to be
beyond reproach as a means to bind
and infiltrate the unwitting target.
Assad wants international recognition as the legitimate sovereign
over the remnants of the Syrian
rump state. As he has done since
2004, by opening the Pandora’s
box to allow Islamic militants access to eastern Syria while offering
the United States and Europe intelligence cooperation, Assad believes
the dangle might just work, that
the fear of ISIS will be sufficient to
return his regime to the fold of the
international community.
Negotiations scheduled for 2016
in Vienna are not predicated on Assad leaving power and the narrative
surrounding the talks is increasingly defined by the need to fight
an illusively defined “terrorism”,
despite the instance of a broad coalition of rebel armed and political
opposition groups.

The Putin factor. Russian President Vladimir Putin speaks to the
media in Moscow, last December.
2015 was a year in which Assad’s
dangle, Iran’s hegemony, and Putin’s gamble in Syria converged into
a singular force that the Americans
and the Arab allies will have to find
innovative ways to reject or other-

wise fold in acceptance of a new order in the Middle East.
Oubai Shahbandar is a former US
Defense Department analyst. He is
a private strategic consultant.

Moscow and the Middle East:
Return of the Cold War?

View poi nt

Mark N. Katz

R

ussian involvement
in the Middle East
increased dramatically in 2015. Moscow
was deeply involved
in the negotiations
that led to the Iranian nuclear
accord and there were meetings
involving Russian President
Putin and Foreign Minister Sergei
Lavrov with high-level officials
from several Middle Eastern
countries, including Iran, Egypt,
Saudi Arabia, the United Arab
Emirates and even Syria.
In September, Moscow deepened its involvement in the
Syrian conflict by initiating direct
military intervention that shows
no signs of abating. Russia also
launched a diplomatic campaign
aimed at rallying countries with
otherwise divergent interests to
form a united front against the
Islamic State (ISIS), reminiscent of
the united struggle against Hitler
in World War II.
Russian military support for Syrian President Bashar Assad greatly
reduces the likelihood that Syrian
opposition forces can topple his
regime, a possibility that seemed
increasingly likely before Mos-

Russia became more
influential in the Middle
East than it has been since
the Cold War era.

cow’s military intervention began.
Further, Russian support for Assad
reduces the ability of those calling
for him to relinquish power to obtain this goal through the ongoing
diplomatic negotiations in which
Moscow has claimed a central role.
Perhaps most remarkable of
all, even those Middle Eastern
governments that disapprove of
Russian policy towards Syria have
increasingly sought to engage with
Moscow.
It is no exaggeration to say that
during 2015, Russia became more
influential in the Middle East than
it has been since the Cold War era.
Yet, while Russian influence in
the region has grown, and may
well grow further, the experience
of the more powerful Soviet Union
in the Middle East during the Cold
War suggests limits that Putin
might face.
During that time, Moscow
had far more allies in the Middle
East than it does now. Of course,
Moscow lost some of those allies
(most notably Egypt and Somalia)
and could see some of its current
partnerships deteriorate as well.
Already, Moscow’s relations with
Turkey — with which it enjoyed a
substantial trade relationship —
have deteriorated markedly over
the shooting down by Turkish
forces of a Russian bomber flying
close to the Syrian-Turkish border.
Regardless of whether Ankara
should have taken this action, it
would not have occurred if Russian aircraft had not been flying so
close to the border and Putin’s belligerent response has only driven

Turkey closer to the United States
and Europe, thus vitiating his earlier success in supporting Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan in
his differences with the West.
Will Putin act in a similar way if
Syrian opposition forces backed by
Arab states such as Saudi Arabia
and Qatar attack Russian personnel based in Syria?
During the Cold War, Moscow
provided weaponry to several
Middle Eastern allies and its pilots
flew occasional combat missions
during the North Yemeni civil war
and in the Arab-Israeli theatre.
Soviet military support, though,
was not sufficient to allow its allies to prevail militarily over their
regional adversaries, which were
also receiving external military
assistance. Similarly, Russian
military assistance to the Assad
regime may prevent it from being
overthrown but so far is well short
of enabling it to overcome its externally backed opponents.
Also during the Cold War,
Moscow frequently attempted to
drum up support for its vision of a
“comprehensive” diplomatic solution to the Arab-Israeli conflict.
Moscow, though, was never able to
coerce its adversaries or cajole its
allies into making the concessions
needed to achieve this.
Moscow’s current efforts to
bring about a negotiated solution
to the Syrian civil war are encountering similar obstacles: Russia
is not in a position to coerce its
adversaries or persuade its allies
to make sufficient concessions to
bring about an agreement and, if

Renewal
of the Cold
War will
continue
into 2016
and perhaps
many more
years.

that is the case, those Arab governments that have recently been
courting Moscow may no longer
find it worthwhile to continue
doing so.
One difference between the Cold
War and now, some might point
out, is that Soviet policy faced
vigorous US opposition, while US
President Barack Obama’s administration has prioritised reducing
US involvement in the region after
the traumatic experiences of Iraq
and Afghanistan.
But as the US experience in
both those countries shows, the
strength of regional and local opposition to external intervention
can be highly effective. Russian
intervention in Syria or its ability
to influence the Middle East as
a whole, then, faces significant
obstacles even if it does not face
the sort of vigorous American opposition that it did during the Cold
War.
Moscow’s increased involvement in the Middle East in 2015
has led to a renewal of the Cold
War that will continue into 2016
and perhaps many more years.
This is not good for those who
oppose Putin’s policies in the
region. Moscow’s past Cold War
experience, though, suggests that
a renewed Cold War in the Middle
East will not benefit Russia either.
Mark N. Katz is a professor of
government and politics at George
Mason University in the United
States. Links to his recent articles
can be found at www.marknkatz.
com.
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2015: Europe’s Year of the Migrant
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

F

luechtlinge — refugees —
was chosen the German
word of the year for 2015.
It was hardly a surprising
choice in a country that
received an estimated 1 million
refugees from Syria, Iraq and other
war-torn countries.
2015 has been the year of the migrant. According to the UN High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), wars, conflict and persecution forced more people than at
any time since record-keeping began to flee their homes and seek
refuge elsewhere.
Widespread conflict in the Middle East, with the rise of the Islamic State (ISIS) in Iraq and Syria,
civil war in Libya and fighting in
Yemen, means that a large proportion of the refugees were from the
Arab world. Millions of Syrian refugees sought refuge in neighbouring
countries, particularly Lebanon
and Jordan. Others looked for refuge further afield in Europe and
North America.
Europe has seen at least 1 million refugees make the dangerous
Mediterranean crossing from North
Africa and Turkey into Europe in
2015, according to the EU border
agency Frontex and the International Organisation of Migration.

Europe faces an
increasingly
complex migrant
crisis in 2016.
The number of recorded migrant
deaths in the Mediterranean for
2015 stood at 3,671, including Aylan
Kurdi, the toddler whose image,
washed up on a beach in Turkey,
sparked an international outcry
and renewed efforts by the European Union to deal with the crisis.

The majority of refugees who
headed towards Europe in 2015
were seeking richer western and
northern European countries, particularly Austria and Germany.
But reaching Europe’s border-free
Schengen zone required desperate
refugees to undertake an arduous
journey — by train and bus, but
mostly on foot — across much of
southern Europe.

Europe has seen at
least 1 million
refugees make the
dangerous
Mediterranean
crossing.
The most used route saw refugees pass through Greece, Macedonia and Serbia into the Schengen
zone via Hungary. After Budapest
dramatically increased border security in the summer, many refugees began using an alternate path
into the Schengen zone via Croatia
and Slovenia.
Germany and its chancellor, Angela Merkel, received international
plaudits for its “open door” policy
to Syrian refugees but as the flow of
refugees increased, and amid fears
of infiltration by terrorists following the Paris attacks, Europe faces
an increasingly complex migrant
crisis in 2016.
“We want to, and will, appreciably reduce the number of refugees, because it’s in everyone’s
interests,” Merkel said in December, under pressure from more
conservative government coalition
partners and following the news
that 206,101 migrants arrived in
Germany in November, breaking
the record of 181,166 set in October.
Central European states, poorer
and less populous than their northern and western European counterparts, have been hardest hit by the
flow of migrants into Europe.
Hungarian Prime Minister Vik-

A migrant from Syria, wearing a Germany cap, stands in a temporary registration centre in the village
of Schwarzenborn, north-east of Frankfurt, Germany, last October.
tor Orban warned the migrants
represented a threat to Europe’s
Christian identity, justifying Budapest’s construction of a fence
along its border with Croatia. He
later claimed that “all the terrorists
are basically migrants” in the aftermath of the Paris attack.
In North America, the Canadian
and American responses to the refugee crisis were very different.
US Republican presidential front
runner Donald Trump consolidated his lead in some polls thanks
to his staunch anti-immigration
rhetoric, from promising to build a
wall on the border with Mexico to
calling for a “blackout” of Muslims
entering the country. Many Repub-

lican governors said they would
not allow Syrian refugees to settle
in their states.
Although US President Barack
Obama called on Americans to
welcome Syrian refugees into the
country, Washington admitted
only a few thousand. Obama has
set a target of 10,000 Syrian refugees to be allowed into the United
States by October 2016.
Canada, which saw liberal Justin
Trudeau become prime minister in
November, said that it would take
in 10,000 refugees by the end of
2015 and an additional 25,000 by
October 2016. Trudeau personally
welcomed the first Syrians to the
country in November.

“This is a wonderful night where
we get to show not just a planeload
of new Canadians what Canada’s
all about but we get to show the
world how to open our hearts and
welcome in people who are fleeing extraordinarily difficult situations,” he said.
However, with no end in sight for
conflicts across the Middle East,
analysts expect the refugee crisis
to continue into 2016. Problems regarding the settlement of so many
migrants in Europe and questions
over integration and assimilation
are likely to get louder.
Mahmud El-Shafey is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.

Syrian refugees come with a cost for Middle East hosts
Jamal J. Halaby and Samar Kadi

Amman

L

ebanon and Jordan, two
small Middle East countries with limited resources, have been dramatically altered by the Syrian
civil war.
Both have steadily taken in Syrian refugees since the outset of
the revolution to topple President
Bashar Assad began with peaceful
demonstrations in 2011.
For Jordan, the Syrians are also
sharing a precious, yet scarce commodity: water.
The parched kingdom said Syrian refugees have increased water
demand nearly 40%, forcing the
government to tap non-renewable
resources from a southern aquifer
as a short-term solution while investing billions of dollars in new
desalination projects for the long
term. The bill is more than $14 billion.
Electricity demand went up
50%, driving Jordan’s energy bill
to about 60% of the budget, where
the deficit has swollen to unprecedented levels because of increased
spending that reached 82% of
gross domestic product. Jordan’s
foreign borrowing also reached a
record $30 billion.
Health care and education services have been drained in both
Jordan and Lebanon due to the influx of refugees.
In Lebanon, the Syrians are rubbing shoulders with the locals in
every aspect of life. In the labour
market, they are pushing Lebanese
aside and taking over their jobs. For
some of the natives who remained
on the job, they are settling for

A Jordanian soldier carries Syrian refugee children, near the town
of Ruwaished, 240 km east of Amman.
meagre wages, only slightly higher
than those offered to cheaper Syrian labour.
Voicing frustration with the
heavy load, Jordanian Planning
Minister Imad Fakhoury said the
kingdom has been “shouldering
the burden of the Syrian refugee
crisis on behalf of the region and
the world”.
The direct and indirect costs of
the Syrian civil war, now into its
57th month, have hit the Jordanian
treasury by nearly $7 billion, Fakhoury said. He said there were 1.5
million Syrians in the country, who
now make up about 20% of the
population.
Of the total Syrian refugee population in Jordan, only 628,867 are
registered with the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR).
The rest slipped into local com-

munities across Jordan, mostly in
northern towns near the Syrian
border.
UNHCR says of those registered,
79,709 live in Jordan’s north in
Zaatari Camp — a tent encampment set up in 2012 that grew into
a bustling city. Another 30,000 live
in two other camps elsewhere in
Jordan.
Indeed, northern Jordan has
been dramatically altered by the
Syrian civil war.
Approximately 80% of the Syrian refugees live in urban areas in
the north, while 13% live in central
and southern regions, according to
government data. The rest are in
refugee camps, with Zaatari being
the largest.
In Mafraq, a northern Jordanian
governorate bordering Syria, the
number of Syrian refugees exceeds

90% of the local population, said
Mafraq Governor Qasim Muheidat.
“Mafraq is no longer the same. It
has a different face,” he said. “The
accent and dialect of many in the
street is Syrian. The labour force
is Syrian. The schools and apartments are overcrowded with Syrians. The health clinics are jammed
with Syrians. Even the bakeries,
supermarkets, restaurants and
sweet shops are as well.”
In Lebanon, 1.1 million Syrian
refugees are registered with UNHCR, although many more are
thought to be in the country, and
thousands have entered Lebanon
through illegal crossings. Unofficial estimates put the number of
Syrian refugees in Lebanon at 1.5
million.
Unlike Jordan and Turkey, Lebanon declined to create refugee
camps, which allowed the refugees
to disperse throughout the country. As a result, Lebanon has the
highest per capita concentration of
refugees in the world. One in every
five people in the country is a Syrian refugee.
The World Bank estimates that
the Lebanese economy incurred
losses of $7.5 billion due to the
repercussions of the Syrian crisis.
That has put pressure on public finances, various sectors and public
services.
UNHCR suspended new registrations of refugees in early May under instructions by the Lebanese
government, which said it would
allow in more refugees as of this
past January. Exceptions are granted on a case-by-case basis, specifically for treatment, education or
onward travel.
The previous influx strained the
country’s already scarce resources,
including its infrastructure, edu-

cation and health systems, and
contributed to rising tensions in
a country vulnerable to security
breaches and instability.
With donations of $94 million
through UNHCR, the United Nations’ children’s agency UNICEF,
the World Bank and bilateral donors, Lebanon’s Ministry of Education launched a nationwide “Back
to School” campaign in September, inviting all parents to register
their children in school.

Health care and
education services
have been drained in
both Jordan and
Lebanon due to the
influx of refugees.
The purpose of the initiative
among the ministry, UNHCR and
UNICEF is to maximise access to
certified education for all children
on Lebanese territory. This allows
200,000 Syrian refugee children
between the ages of 3 and 14 to
access certified basic education —
nearly double the 106,000 children
reached in 2014.
With refugees having exhausted
their resources and savings, many
refugee parents are left with no
choice but to send their children
to work. Over the past school year,
about 6,000 families withdrew
their children from school as a result, according to UNHCR.
Jamal J. Halaby, based in Jordan,
is Levant editor for The Arab
Weekly and has covered the
Middle East and North Africa for
nearly three decades.
Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly’s
Travel and Society sections editor.
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The Middle East
arms bazaar in
2015: Quest for
stability or
regional rivalry?
Joe Macaron

Washington

T

he unprecedented rate of
arms sales to the Middle
East under US President
Barack Obama’s administration remained steady
in 2015, which raises the question of
whether this trend in Arab military
expenditures will escalate wars or
foster regional stability.
Arms control and defence experts
are divided regarding the reasons
behind the arms sales increase. Military spending in the Middle East
reached $196 billion in 2014 or 11%
of global military expenditure for
a region that, according to World
Bank estimates, produces less than
4% of the world’s gross domestic
product.

The fall in oil and
gas prices did not
seem to affect
military
expenditures.
The Global Defence Trade Report
2015, IHS Jane’s open-source database, notes that in 2014 one out of
every seven dollars disbursed on
arms imports was spent by Saudi
Arabia. Even though spending data
for 2015 are incomplete, the Stockholm International Peace Research
Institute (SIPRI) yearbook, which
tracks global military spending,
gives early indications that Middle
East expenditure levels in 2015 are
similar to those of 2014.
Several factors must be considered to analyse this trend: the fall

in oil and gas prices did not seem to
affect military expenditures, in particular for Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCC) countries. The major driver
for military spending, according
to SIPRI, is the risk facing Arab
regimes “whether peaceful demonstrations, violent actions or terrorism” as well as “regional power
structures and ambitions in which
Iran is usually portrayed as the main
rival or threat”.
During his summit with GCC leaders at Camp David last May, Obama
offered to streamline and increase
weapons sales, making the Iran
nuclear deal the latest impetus behind the surge in US exports to the
Middle East. With an increase from
$6 billion in 2013 to $8.4 billion in
2014, total US arms exports exceeded by far the combined regional
arms sales of the United Kingdom,
Russia, France and Germany.
Washington has significantly increased its overall arms sales to $195
billion since Obama took office,
which experts say is driven by federal budget cuts that have curbed
US military expenditure by 6.5%.
“With the decrease in US military
spending, US weapons manufacturers are increasingly under pressure
to sustain arms revenues through
exports and the US government
seeks to fill gaps between its major
orders by supporting export drives
in order to maintain its military
technology base,” Pieter Wezeman,
a senior researcher at SIPRI, told
The Arab Weekly.
“Aggressive marketing by arms
producers with support from their
national governments aimed at
the small decision-making elite in
Arab states strengthens a fixation
on arms as the solution to anything

Lebanese Army chief General Jean Kahwaji (L), Lebanese Defence Minister Samir Moqbel, Saudi
Ambassador to Lebanon Ali Awad Asiri and French Defence minister Jean-Yves Le Drian (R), take
part in a hand-over ceremony of a shipment of French weapons to the Lebanese Army at Beirut
International Airport, last April.
that seems a security threat,” he
added.
However, Ben Moores, a senior
analyst at IHS Jane’s, argued that
the demand for military equipment
initially was driven by high oil prices several years ago and will remain
strong in the Middle East for years
to come because of “demographic,
economic, cultural and social mega
trends that are driving war and instability”.
The chaotic situation in much of
the Middle East provides many incentives to buy more weapons, yet
there is also a shift in the mindset
of Arab regimes on how to approach
regional stability and the challenge
of dealing with Iran.
Moores downplayed the effect
arms sales might have on regional
stability, saying, “The war has already started, who isn’t at war in
some way?” in the Middle East. Using Rwanda as an example, Moores
said, “You do not need arms to fight
a war.”

“If anything, many of the exports to the region are attempting
to keep a clear and stable military
balance that encourages stability.
Most of the weapons are being used
by countries to support stability
against radical elements,” he added.

Military spending in
the Middle East
reached $196 billion
in 2014.
Arms sales are intended to foster
regional security, notes Wezemen.
However, he says that states in the
Middle East “show little interest
in the concept”. He also warned
of “the moral implications of arms
supplies to non-democratic regimes” as they might be used for
repressive purposes, which “could
contribute to further political discontent”.
On the Arab perception of an
Iranian threat as a motivation to

arm, Wezemen said that Iran “does
not have the resources to keep up
similar levels of military spending,
nor can it import the same type of
advanced military technology its
Arab neighbours do”. He added that
under a UN embargo it will be hard
for Iran “to significantly increase its
conventional military capability in
the coming decade”.
Regardless of how the Iran’s nuclear deal turns out or the wars
in Syria and Yemen unfold, both
Moores and Wezemen expect the
Middle East to remain a booming
market for military exports with
Moores seeing “$100 billion in opportunities in the coming decade”.
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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No safe harbours in turbulent Middle East
Amal Mudallali

T
Washington

he Centre for
Strategic and
International
Studies (CSIS)
chose a fitting title
for its report
taking stock of the
events of the fifth
year of turmoil in the Middle East.
Rocky Harbors documents the
uncertainty and volatility that
have plagued the region’s
political seas since the storm that
hit in 2011 but it does not yet see
any harbours that are safe and
predictable for the region.
Jon Alterman, the director of the
Middle East Programme at CSIS
and editor of the report, told The
Arab Weekly, “There are harbours
but they are perilous and you don’t
know where danger lies.”
The CSIS report tackles the
variables and challenges in
the region, including the state
and its legitimacy, the rise of
political Islam, the threat posed
by the Islamic State (ISIS) and
the power rivalries in the region.
It also discusses specific issues
and countries, such as Iran,
the Maghreb, Egypt and the
Arab-Israeli conflict. If there is
a word that sums up what all
of these have in common, it is

“uncertainty”. Alterman says there
is no new balance and the extent
of instability and uncertainty “is
unclear”.
In his introductory chapter
— Seeking Harbor in the Storm —
Alterman takes issue with the
names given to the events of the
past few years that have taken place
in the Arab world. He said that
calling the uprisings “revolutions”
and the regional phenomena the
“Arab spring” is “naive”. He said
the belief that “Arab politics were
opening up in a fundamental way
was premature and some might
even argue misguided”.
“Revolutionaries cannot be
confident that the revolution
brings freedom,” Alterman said.
For him, the problem is “larger
than getting rid of the current
system. The revolution got rid of
the system but could not replace it
with something better.”
Unlike Eastern European
countries, which succeeded in
changing the system and moving
to democracy, in the Arab world
“there was no serious opposition”,
Alterman said.
The unpredictability of the
course taken in Tunisia and in
Egypt is offset by the fact
that those two cases
are “bright spots”
compared to the rest
of the countries
in the region.
Alterman said that
Jon Alterman
the liberals in the

Alterman
predicts that it
will take many
years for the dust
to settle in the
region.

Arab world failed in their attempts
to make peace with the Islamists,
revealing that many people in the
region prefer the flawed dictatorial
regimes to the puritanical politics
of the Islamists. Alterman said
today’s liberals “are in hiding”.
What is the direction
that Arab society and Arab
politics are taking? Alterman
identifies five variables
that will determine the
answer: “The growth of
information technology,
new ways in which
isolated actions have
outsized consequences,
the price of energy;
geopolitics, especially
the tensions between
Saudi Arabia and Iran;
and the outcome of the
political experiments
unfolding throughout the Arab
world.”
Alterman senses “renewed
resolve” among Arab governments
after “some despair in early 2011”
but he says they are “far from
feeling secure”. The “much larger
problem for them is the threat they
feel from their domestic political
opposition”. In many ways, this
is a continuation of the past. In
1962, Jordan’s King Hussein
wrote a book entitled
Uneasy Lies the Head.
“Unease” still describes
the anxiety that many
Arab leaders must feel
about the state of their

countries and the region.
Alterman predicts that it will
take many years for the dust
to settle in a region whose new
environment nobody fully
understands.
Roger Owen, the prominent
Middle East scholar who is
professor emeritus at
Harvard, contributed
a chapter to the CSIS
report titled: The
Future of Arab State
Power. He foresees
a weakened state
system in the Middle
East that started with
the 2011 uprisings, and
warns that this situation
“poses a challenge to the
whole postcolonial order
in the Arab Middle East”.
Owen reaches two
conclusions: First, there
will
be no “shrinkage of the
state itself in size, ferocity of its
security forces or in the central
role played in the management
of the lives of most Arab
populations”. Second, “most
Arab regimes will engage in new
ways of managing their societies,
although, in most instances, they
will stop a long way short of the
type of democratic participation
characteristic of the majority of
their European neighbours”.
Amal Mudallali is a Washington
correspondent for The Arab
Weekly.
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ISIS reaches ‘third age’ and goes global
Ed Blanche

Beirut

I

t was a grotesquely bad year
on the terror front as the Islamic State (ISIS) went global,
spreading its predatory tentacles from its self-proclaimed
caliphate in Iraq and Syria as far
afield as Bangladesh, North Africa,
Western Europe and even the United States, with attempted attacks
in Australia and Canada.
But worse may be to come amid
reports of ISIS penetration in Thailand, Malaysia, Somalia and Indonesia, the world’s most populous
Muslim nation, as it steadily absorbs other jihadist groups in the
Middle East, Africa and Asia. ISIS
appears to be making a determined
effort to extend the caliphate to
energy-rich Libya, a cauldron of
jihadist violence since the fall of
Muammar Qaddafi in 2011, and the
rest of North Africa — a springboard
to southern Europe.
The bombing of an airliner filled
with returning Russian vacationers
on October 31st over Egypt’s Sinai
peninsula that killed all 224 people
aboard was probably, for ISIS, the
high-water mark of the year.
The massacre drove Vladimir
Putin to declare war on the group,
joining the United States, Europe,
Iran and much of the Arab world.
That was exactly what ISIS, with its
populist apocalyptic credo, wanted
because, in the eyes of its leaders
at least, this gave the group and its
caliphate, to whose authority all
Muslims should bow, the stamp of
legitimacy as the protector of Islam
worldwide.

ISIS struck across
the Middle East as
well: Tunisia, Saudi
Arabia and the Gulf
states, Turkey and
Lebanon.
The number of foreign fighters with ISIS in Iraq and Syria, the
main battlefronts in the swelling
war against the caliphate, has more
than doubled in the last year, to at
least 27,000, with an upper margin
of 31,000, according to a December
8th report by the Soufan Group, a
New York-based intelligence consultancy headed by former FBI
counterterrorism specialist Ali
Soufan.
“The foreign fighter phenomenon in Iraq and Syria is truly
global,” it observed. “The Islamic
State has seen success beyond the
dreams of other terrorist groups
that now appear conventional and
even old fashioned, such as al-Qaeda.
“It has engaged tens of thousands of people to join it and inspired many more to support it…
evidence that efforts to contain the
flow of foreign recruits in Syria and
Iraq have had limited impact.”

Egyptian Prime Minister Sherif Ismail (R) at the site of the wreckage of crashed Russian airliner in the Sinai peninsula.
France, with decades of conflict
with Islamic extremists behind it,
bore the brunt of the Islamic State’s
expansionist operations in 2015.
These were bookended in Paris,
with the Charlie Hebdo episode
that left 17 dead in January and the
November 13th attacks in which
130 people were killed and 400
wounded.
That came less than two weeks
after the Sinai bombing, followed
by suicide bombings in the Libyan capital, Tripoli, Baghdad and
Beirut — a combined death toll of
nearly 450 — and demonstrated
with barbaric force how even as
ISIS was under growing pressure
in Syria and Iraq, it was still able to
orchestrate such carnage.
ISIS struck across the Middle
East as well: Tunisia, Saudi Arabia
and the Gulf states, Turkey and
Lebanon. Tourist resorts and Shia
mosques were among the targets.
This surge of savagery appeared
to be ISIS’s response to the military
pressure it was under in Syria and
Iraq: a show of strength and long
reach for a group that had been
centred in the heart of the Arab
world and to emphasise the West’s
strategy of containment.
Some counterterrorism analysts suspect that if the caliphate
starts to seriously shrink because
of Western intervention, ISIS will
unleash an even more ferocious
onslaught against Western nations.
There are signs that ISIS now has
the United States in its cross hairs.
In October, ISIS — or Daesh, its Arabic acronym, as it is now widely
known — posted a link to a 63-page
manual in English entitled Safety
and Security Guidelines for Lone
Wolf Mujahideen on Twitter.
The manual urges supporters liv-

ing in the West to carry out lonewolf attacks, extremely difficult to
detect because single operatives
leave few if any traces, or create small cells, preferably familybased, and provides guidelines for
maintaining security.
The manual, which seems to be
an adaptation of a terrorist handbook produced years ago by alQaeda, was supposedly the work
of three former officers in Saddam
Hussein’s highly effective intelligence service who dominate ISIS’s
command core.
In recent years, the Islamic State,
an outgrowth of al-Qaeda that has
eclipsed the organisation built by
Osama bin Laden, unilaterally declared an Islamic caliphate in the
traditional heart of the Arab world
that spans western Iraq and northeastern Syria. That entity is under
constant attack by the West, Russia
and most Arab states, which has
triggered ISIS retaliation against its
tormentors.

The number of
foreign fighters with
ISIS in Iraq and Syria
has more than
doubled in the last
year, to at least
27,000.
Michael W.S. Ryan, a Middle East
security expert and a senior fellow
with the Jamestown Foundation
think-tank in Washington, says the
online publication of the new ISIS
manual indicates it “may be laying the groundwork for terrorist
attacks within the United States,
Canada and other English-speaking
countries using local recruits…

“Although these guidelines are
based on al-Qaeda doctrine and
tactics,” Ryan noted, “they have
been updated to include the latest
technology and thinking.” ISIS has
“demonstrated its intention to create a new hybrid war weapon in its
arsenal against the United States
— a hidden weapon designed to
be difficult to trace operationally
back to the jihadist organisation
or to detect before an operation is
executed.
“In the wake of the Daesh attacks in Paris… the United States
and other English-speaking allies
would do well to consider the instructions contained in this terrorist manual as another significant
warning,” Ryan said.
The San Bernardino slaughter in
California on December 2nd was a
classic small-cell attack involving
a self-radicalised American-born
Muslim and his Pakistani wife, who
evaded security radar by posing as
everyday suburbanites living the
American Dream before killing 14
people — right out of the ISIS manual.
Analyst Hassan Mneihmeh says
the Sinai airliner bombing marked
the “third age of the Islamic State”
following the mid-2014 blitzkreig
in Iraq that led to the proclamation
of the new Islamic caliphate under
ISIS leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi
and the establishment of so-called
wilayat (provinces) of the Islamic
State in Sinai, Libya, Yemen, West
Africa, the Caucasus and Afghanistan.
This “third age” is one “in which
expansion is redefined as planned
acts of terrorism in new locales,”
Mneihmeh, of the Fikra Forum
think-tank, observes. “The definition for ‘expansion’ has thus been

further adjusted: The Islamic State
will be lasting and expanding as
long as its branded terrorism reaches new lands.”
Despite setbacks in Iraq and Syria, he noted that “today’s Islamic
State can afford a wide margin of
loss. Being a lone David facing the
many Goliaths of the world suits its
new ideology well.

Worse may be to
come amid reports
of ISIS penetration
in Thailand,
Malaysia, Somalia
and Indonesia.
“It is not the survival of territory but the survival of its claim
to Divine support that is of paramount importance to maintaining
its structure. Success in killing the
innocent in Paris and potentially
elsewhere — cynically cast as retribution for the killing of Muslims
— provides the Islamic State’s new
narrative proof of Divine support.”
On a more prosaic, and arguably
more dangerous, level, ISIS has
provoked the United States and
Europe into potentially fatal overreaction against Islam that could
have far-reaching effects by giving
a major boost to right-wing nationalist parties.
In France, the far-right National
Front scored major gains in regional elections on December 6th that
boded ill with elections in France
and Germany in 2017 amid growing opposition to absorbing a tidal
wave of Middle Eastern refugees.
This is certain to accelerate rising
anti-Muslim sentiment — another
recruiting boost for Daesh.

Too early to predict the demise of ISIS
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Rashmee
Roshan Lall

W

hat does the
new year
portend for the
Islamic State
(ISIS) and its
leader, Abu
Bakr al-Baghdadi? Probably
nothing good. Saudi Arabia has
formed a 34-member antiterrorism coalition and, however
vague the strategy, there does at
least seem to be a hardening of
world resolve against ISIS.
And then there are the lingering
effects of all that happened to the
brutal extremist group in 2015: the
loss of the Iraqi town of Sinjar, the
capture by Kurdish forces in Syria
of oilfields west of Sinjar, the pressure being brought to bear on the

ISIS-held Iraqi city of Ramadi and
the coalition strike that killed Abu
Salah, ISIS’s finance minister.
Most significant of all: the slight
loss of presence on the propaganda
front, according to Aaron Zelin
of the Washington Institute for
Near East Policy, who founded the
widely cited website Jihadology.
net and whose research focuses on
global jihadi groups, particularly
ISIS, Jabhat al-Nusra and Ansar
al-Sharia.
Zelin, noting that ISIS is posting
fewer pictures online, discerned
that the group is losing its digital
cutting edge. He also said that
much of what it puts out is of
shoddier quality than before.
Perhaps, though it sounds like

wishful thinking considering the
coldly focused creative energy and
impeccable production quality of
the extremist group’s latest online
video. It showed a chilling game of
hide-and-seek-and-execute among
young boys in the ruins of a Deir
ez-Zor castle.
Even so, the year gone by can
legitimately be said to have been difficult for ISIS. Losing Sinjar makes
the journey between the so-called
caliphate’s main cities — Mosul in
Iraq and Raqqa in Syria — longer
and more perilous. Ramadi is a big
city and its loss would be significant for the group. The death of a
senior ISIS figure such as Abu Salah
undoubtedly affects morale. And
the capture of the oilfields will

What could
make 2016
even worse?
Loss of
funding.

constrict ISIS’s revenue stream,
US President Barack Obama has
promised.
What could make 2016 even
worse? Loss of funding. This
may be the pivot on which ISIS’s
fortunes will turn this year. Cicero,
who knew a thing or two about
politics and the prosaic reality of
military might, once said: “The
sinews of war are infinite money.”
If ISIS went broke in 2016, it
would be the end of an audacious
run of good luck and grotesque
strategy. But how likely is this to
happen?
There may be some pointers in
the problems that the UN Security
Council was unable to address
at its first meeting to cut off ISIS
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How Saddam’s men have helped ISIS
Isabel Coles and Ned Parker

Mala Qara, Iraq

M

ohannad is a spy
for the Islamic State
(ISIS). He eavesdrops
on chatter in markets
in Mosul and reports
to his handlers when someone
breaks the militants’ rules. One man
he informed on — a street trader defying a ban on selling cigarettes —
was fined and tortured, according to
a friend of Mohannad’s family. If the
trader did not stop, his torturers told
the man, they would kill him.
Mohannad is paid $20 for every offender he helps catch.
He is 14.
The teenager is one cog in the intelligence network ISIS has established since it seized vast stretches
of Iraq and Syria. Informers range
from children to battle-hardened
fighters. Overseeing the network are
former army and intelligence officers, many of whom helped keep former Iraqi strongman Saddam Hussein and his Ba’ath Party in power
for years.

It will be difficult for
Baghdad to lure
away ex-Ba’athists
and Saddam-era
officers working
with ISIS.
Saddam-era officers have been
a powerful factor in ISIS’s rise. ISIS
out-muscled the Sunni-dominated
Ba’ath Party and absorbed thousands of its followers. Those recruits
joined Saddam-era officers who held
key ISIS posts.
The Ba’athists strengthened the
group’s spy networks and battlefield
tactics and are instrumental in the
survival of its self-proclaimed caliphate, according to interviews with
dozens of people, including Ba’ath
leaders, former intelligence and
military officers, Western diplomats
and 35 Iraqis who recently fled ISIS
territory.
Iraqi Finance Minister Hoshyar
Zebari, a Kurd who spent years opposing Saddam’s regime, said the
ex-Ba’athists working with ISIS provide highly effective guidance on
explosives, strategy and planning.
“The fingerprints of the old Iraqi
state are clear on their work. You can
feel it,” one former senior security official in the Ba’ath Party said.
In many ways, it is a union of
convenience. Most former Ba’athist
officers have little in common with
ISIS.
Many ex-Ba’athists working with
ISIS are driven by self-preservation
and a shared hatred of the Shia-led
government in Baghdad. Others
became radicalised after Saddam’s
ouster, converted on the battlefield
or in US military and Iraqi prisons.
One former intelligence commander who served in Iraq’s national intelligence service from 2003-09

funding. The finance ministers
met and brainstormed before the
holiday break but were presumably stumped by the following,
fairly basic issues:
— Unlike al-Qaeda, ISIS is not
dependent on money from beyond
the borders of its so-called state.
— ISIS, which controls territory
the size of the United Kingdom,
taxes the approximately 8 million
residents of its “state”, sells oil
and allows the sale of antiquities,
thereby earning what it needs to
buy weapons, trucks and other
necessaries to pursue war. According to a 2014 Thomson Reuters
study, the extremist group has
more than $2 trillion in assets
under its control, with an annual

said some ex-Ba’athists pushed out
of state agencies by Iraq’s government were only too happy to find
new masters. “ISIS pays them,” he
said.

Turning point in Tikrit
Ba’athists began collaborating
with al-Qaeda in Iraq — the early
incarnation of what would become
ISIS — soon after Saddam was ousted in 2003. The US occupation dissolved the Ba’ath Party and barred
senior and even mid-level party officials from joining the new security services. Some left the country;
others joined the anti-American insurgency.
As ISIS fighters swept through
central Iraq, they were joined by the
Army of the Men of the Naqshbandi
Order, a group of Ba’athist fighters.
The Naqshbandi and groups of
Saddam-era officers made up the
majority of fighters in the initial
stages of 2014’s military onslaught,
according to Sunni tribal leaders,
Ba’athists and an Iraqi security commander. It was the Naqshbandi who
rallied locals in Mosul to rise up
against Baghdad and who planned
and commanded military advances,
according to Iraqi officials and Abdul al-Samad al-Ghrairy, a senior official in the Ba’ath Party.
Within days, though, ISIS “took
the revolution from us”, Ghrairy
said. “We couldn’t sustain the battle.”
In Tikrit, ISIS opened a jail and released up to 200 followers. More ISIS
fighters poured into the city. These
men “took all the army’s weapons
and didn’t give the Naqshbandi any.
They kicked them aside,” a senior
security official in Saladin said.
Soon after the fall of Tikrit in June
2014, leaders from main factions of
the Sunni rebellion met in the house
of a Ba’ath Party member. According to the senior security official,
Tikrit tribal leaders and Ba’ath officials, ISIS told Ba’athists they had
a choice: Join us or stand down.
Some Ba’athists abandoned the revolt. Others stayed, swelling the ISIS
ranks with mid-level security veterans.

In many ways, it is a
union of
convenience. Most
former Ba’athist
officers have little in
common with ISIS.
That has boosted ISIS’s firepower
and tactical prowess. “This is not
the al-Qaeda we fought before,” said
a prominent Sunni from Mosul who
battled ISIS’s forerunners.
“Their tactics are different. These
are men educated in military staff
college. They are ex-army leaders.
They are not simple minds, but men
with real experience.”
Ghrairy and Khudair Murshidy,
the Ba’ath Party’s official spokesman, told Reuters that the party’s

income of $2.9 billion.
— Bombing ISIS-controlled
oil infrastructure has meant the
destruction of hundreds of their
tanker trucks, wells and refineries
but this won’t disrupt tax-collection activity.
The only positive prediction
about ISIS’s ability to raise money
in 2016 revolves around a negative
and dismal reality. The people in
its heartland in Iraq and Syria are
becoming poorer by the day and
there will come a time when they
will be unable to scrape together
anything of any value to pay the
taxes ISIS has imposed.
Adam Chodorow, a law professor at Arizona State University
who has written about ISIS’s meth-

armed wing is frozen after its defeat.
ISIS, they added, killed some 600
Ba’ath supporters and Naqshbandi
fighters.
“Their policy is to kill everyone,
destroy everyone,” Murshidy said.
“They create fear and death everywhere and control areas. Many people have joined them now. At first
they were a few hundred; now they
are maybe more than 50,000.”

‘The walls have ears’
Emma Sky, a former adviser to the
US military, says ISIS has effectively
subsumed the Ba’athists. “The mustached officers have grown religious
beards. I think many have genuinely
become religious,” she said.

Saddam-era officers
have been a
powerful factor in
ISIS’s rise.
Among the most high-profile
Ba’athists to join ISIS are Ayman Sabawi, the son of Saddam Hussein’s
half-brother, and Raad Hassan,
Saddam’s cousin, said the senior
Saladin security official and several
tribal leaders. Both were children
during Saddam’s time but the family connection is powerfully symbolic.
More senior officers now in
ISIS include Walid Jasim (aka Abu
Ahmed al-Alwani), who was a captain of intelligence in Saddam’s
time, and Fadhil al-Hiyala (aka Abu
Muslim al-Turkmani), who some say
was a deputy to ISIS leader Abu Bakr
al-Baghdadi. He was killed in an air
strike in 2015.
The group’s multilayered security
and intelligence agencies in Mosul
are overseen by an agency called
Amniya — “Security”. The agency
has six branches, each responsible
for maintaining a different aspect of
security.
The overall head of Amniya in Iraq
and Syria is a former Saddam-era intelligence officer from Falluja called
Ayad Hamid al-Jumaili, who joined
the Sunni insurgency after the USled invasion and answers directly
to Baghdadi, according to Hisham
al-Hashimi, an Iraqi analyst who has
worked with the Iraqi government.
A vice squad known as Hisba enforces order on the streets.
Hisba officers punish everyone
from cigarette traders to women not
fully covered. They run a network
of informants, placing children,
such as 14-year-old Mohannad, in
mosques and markets and women
at funerals and family gatherings,
according to Mosul residents.
“The work of these children is
rewarded with gifts or small cash
prizes,” said the former intelligence
officer. “Women, on the other hand,
are recruited mostly from (ISIS)
families and they gather information for no reward.”
The repression has become so intense in Mosul, residents said, people have revived a phrase used in

od of governance, says the group
is “very limited” when it comes
to a real tax system. “They can go
and take one or two of your goats
but eventually there are no goats
left. I don’t think they’re going to
be able to raise too much more
money,” he predicts.
There is nothing to cheer about
the progressive impoverishment
of a whole people except that it
may be the only implosion that
can take the heart and guts out of
this swaggering brute force.
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.

Haunting past. A 2007 file photo shows an Iraqi boy walking past
a picture of Iraq’s former president Saddam Hussein on a street in
Tikrit.
Saddam’s era: “The walls have ears.”
Reuters sat in on debriefings of
the 35 men who recently escaped
from ISIS-held areas. Most of those
questioned were former members of
the Iraqi security forces.
The men described a life of increasing deprivation under ISIS and
a climate of paranoia in which they
could trust no-one, even their own
relatives.

A web of informants
In September, according to several of the men who fled, ISIS’s Amniya executed about 400 former
members of Iraq’s security forces.
Families of those dumped in a crater
were sent a kind of receipt to notify
them of the execution. Some of the
escapees said people are banned
from leaving ISIS territory and
those caught leaving are routinely
killed. Two escapees recounted the
fate of a group of men who recently
tried to leave. ISIS caught them and
dropped a concrete blast wall on top
of them. The killing was filmed and
played on large screens the militants
erected in public spaces.
According to the fugitives’ testimony, ISIS has embedded itself in
almost every village, converting the
homes of former Iraqi military officers into bases and creating a web of
informants.
Ahmed, 32, said he was wanted
by ISIS for belonging to a tribal militia that fought insurgents before
the fall of Mosul. He said he had not
been home for months because he
feared one of his young daughters
would inadvertently betray his presence.
Local ISIS leaders send their own
children out as scouts, some of the
escapees said. One man said militants paid cigarette sellers to inform
on their customers.
So pervasive is ISIS’s surveillance
network that even at home people
cannot let their guard down, according to 31-year-old policeman Saad
Khalaf Ali. He was arrested and accused of speaking against the militants. He denied it but the militants

produced footage of him in his own
home saying he wished for government forces to retake the area. The
video had been secretly filmed by a
boy from the village, the policeman
said.

Under pressure?
It will be difficult for Baghdad
to lure away ex-Ba’athists and
Saddam-era officers working with
ISIS. The Iraqi government itself is
bogged down by internal divisions
while the parts of the Ba’ath Party
that have not joined ISIS cannot
agree on whether they want talks or
even who should represent them.
Meantime the war drags on.
In October, Baghdad created a
special office to share intelligence
between Iraq, Iran, Russia and the
Syrian government. That office is
providing Iraq’s air force with information on ISIS positions. Baghdad has also stepped up efforts to
squeeze ISIS financially by attacking
oil facilities, pressuring businessmen who have helped the militants
and stopping salaries to government
employees in areas under ISIS rule.
Zebari said ISIS had responded
by “extorting more money from the
public. They are going more towards
criminal actions and kidnapping.”
The group’s surveillance network is
testament to its resourcefulness and
ability to survive.
After his release from prison,
Ahmed al-Tai’i, the cigarette salesman reported by Mohannad, confronted the boy’s father. The father
admitted that ISIS paid Mohannad
and other youngsters to help them,
according to a friend of Tai’i.
The cigarette salesman says his
arrest and imprisonment have left
him paranoid. “Since I left prison
a constant fear has lived with me.
If I want to say or do something
that contravenes the orders and instructions of the Islamic State I look
around to check there is nobody,
even my friends, and especially
small children,” he said. “I have lost
trust in everyone around me.”
(Reuters)
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As challenges rise, GCC members edge closer
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

2

015 was a defining year
for the Gulf Cooperation
Council (GCC), with political, economic and military
challenges pushing the sixnation alliance towards a more interdependent codified union.
As regional security threats
mount via groups such as al-Qaeda
and the Islamic State (ISIS), coupled
with the antagonistic behaviour towards Gulf countries courtesy of
Iran and its proxies, the GCC has
had to rethink its regional outlook
and military capabilities.
Adding a sense of urgency to the
union was the nuclear deal reached
between Iran and six world powers
in July, which is already being put
to the test with the Islamic republic
testing a missile capable of delivering a nuclear warhead in October, a
breach of previous UN resolutions.

Saudi Arabia and its
GCC neighbours fear
that sanctions relief
will give Tehran
additional
resources.
Saudi Arabia and its GCC neighbours fear that sanctions relief will
give Tehran additional resources to
pursue hostile regional policies, including support for groups such as
Hezbollah and the Houthi militia,
the latter of which Saudi Arabia and
the United Arab Emirates have been
embroiled in a war against since
March in Yemen.
Furthermore, with reports that
the countries negotiating the nuclear deal with Iran caved on a longstanding central demand for complete transparency about possible

military dimensions (PMDs) of its
nuclear agenda led some analysts
to say that Saudi Arabia would seek
its own programme to counter the
threat from is traditional rival.
In an editorial in London’s Daily
Telegraph, Nawaf Obaid, a Saudi
analyst and former adviser to the
Saudi ambassador in the United
Kingdom, wrote that Saudi Arabia
has “for past several years been
laying the groundwork for a civil
nuclear programme with no PMDs.
However, there is a strong possibility that the kingdom might begin
to engage in contingency planning
for a defensive nuclear programme
with PMDs. This planning represents an emerging Saudi nuclear
defence doctrine.”
The conflict in Yemen could continue to be a major issue for the
GCC. With peace talks and ceasefires regularly falling apart and with
civilian casualties mounting, the
desire to find a comprehensive political resolution is high on Saudiled coalition agenda.
Furthermore, if a peace deal is
reached, the tasks of rebuilding the
country and, more importantly, addressing the militant threat in Yemen could prove to be difficult tasks,
with both al-Qaeda in the Arabian
Peninsula (AQAP) and ISIS making
their presence known in the wartorn country.
In December, ISIS claimed responsibility for the killing of Aden’s
governor, General Jaafar Mohammed Saad, underscoring the security vacuum courtesy of the war and
decades of government corruption
during the Ali Abdullah Saleh era.
Additionally, AQAP, which has long
had a presence in Yemen took over
a couple of cities in the southern regions of the country in December.
2015 also saw ISIS make its presence known in the GCC region with
a series of terror attacks and killings
in Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and Bah-

Gulf foreign ministers attend a meeting in Riyadh, last December.
rain, with the goal of stirring sectarian strife between the Sunni and
Shia communities.
And with the ISIS attacks in France
and the United States renewing the
blame game, particularly towards
Saudi Arabia, Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir, in defence, said
that the kingdom “has been subject
to criticism in Europe, and France
in particular, with regard to extremism and Daesh (an Arabic acronym
for ISIS), and I think it is based on
not knowing the facts.”
According to a Reuters report,
Western media often fail to note
the war of words and accusations of
apostasy between Saudi clergy and

jihadist preachers.
As a result of the continuing ISIS
threat, the GCC and its Muslim allies announced a 34-member Islamic military alliance, which Jubeir
revealed would involve members
asking for assistance from the coalition, which would then be addressed on a case-by-case basis.
Jubeir did not rule out the deployment of ground troops, saying:
“There is no limit in terms of where
the assistance would be provided or
to whom it would be provided.”
As a consequence of these challenges, Gulf leaders are working
on realising their dream of a Gulf
Union, styled after the European

Union and designed to unify Gulf
states’ regional and military influence and economic power.
Bahraini Information Minister
Isa al-Hammadi, stressed recently
that a GCC union is just “a matter of
time”.
He pointed out that the GCC has
become, since its inception in 1981,
one of the most powerful economic, political and regional blocs and
that the union would boost the GCC
citizenship, common market, monetary union as well as security and
military partnerships.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The Arab Weekly.

The problems with Saudi policies in the region
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Gregory
Aftandilian

A

fter gathering a
formidable coalition
of Arab states in
March to fight the
Shia Houthi rebels of
Yemen, Saudi Arabia
has tried to use the military
intervention as proof that it will
defend the Arab world against
“Iranian proxies” and, more
generally, against Tehran’s
meddling in its affairs.
In mid-December, Saudi Arabia
announced another coalition,
this one to fight “terrorism” (not
specifically defined). The coalition
includes 34 Islamic countries from
the Middle East, Africa and Asia.
This coalition’s agenda is unclear.
The Saudi foreign minister said
there were no plans to create a
joint military force but he did not
rule it out, either.
Although many of the countries
in the coalition are facing terrorist attacks from Sunni extremist
groups, such as al-Qaeda and Islamic State (ISIS) affiliates, and the
United States has publicly called
on the Saudis to do more against
ISIS, the absence of Iran and Iraq,
which the Saudis believe is under
Tehran’s influence, from the coalition suggests that the Saudis still
see Iran, rather than ISIS, as the
main enemy.
Nonetheless, by taking the lead

It remains to be seen
whether the Saudis’ recent
announcement of a new
anti-terrorism coalition
will shift some of its
military focus to ISIS.

in the coalitions, the Saudis are
trying to shore up their Arab leadership credentials.
However, there are two main
problems with the Saudi policy.
First, the Yemeni intervention
has turned into a quagmire. While
the Saudis have returned Yemeni
President Abd Rabbo Mansour
Hadi and his advisers to the country and ensconced them in the
port city of Aden, the capital city
of Sana’a and much of the western
and northern parts of the country
remain out of reach.
The Houthis have put up a
stubborn resistance. Although
they have lost ground since the
summer, the conflict is virtually a
stalemate despite the substantial
number of Saudi air strikes against
the Houthis and their allies and
reported Saudi military advisers
attached to Yemeni troops loyal to
Hadi.
The air strikes are the second problem. They have drawn
considerable criticism from UN
Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon
for causing civilian casualties.
According to UN figures, about
5,700 Yemeni civilians, including
830 women and children, have
been killed since March. The war
has created a severe humanitarian crisis, exacerbating shortages
of food, water and medicine in
Yemen.
Twice in a six-week period,
Saudi air strikes were said to have
hit health clinics run by Doctors
without Borders, a non-governmental organisation. Officials with
it said they had provided clinic
coordinates to Saudi authorities
but they were struck nonetheless.
Although Saudi Arabia continues to receive strong support
from the United Arab Emirates
and some other Gulf countries in

its Yemen campaign, some Arab
states appear to have reduced their
contributions to the fight in more
recent months.
This lessening of support is
probably the result of several
factors, such as not wishing to
get bogged down in the Yemeni
conflict, concern about domestic
matters and seeing the Islamic
State (ISIS), not Iranian proxies, as
their chief threat.
For the Saudis, it is just the
reverse. Their focus on the Houthis
and other Shia groups in the region
has led them to reduce support for
the anti-ISIS campaign. US military
sources have stated that Saudi air
strikes against ISIS targets in Syria
and Iraq have dropped significantly since 2014 as the Saudis have
concentrated their efforts against
the Houthis.
It remains to be seen whether
the Saudis’ recent announcement
of a new anti-terrorism coalition
will shift some of its military focus
to ISIS. With the Saudis supporting a ceasefire in Yemen and peace
talks between the Hadi government and the Houthis in Geneva,
it is possible that they may be
looking to reduce their military
involvement in Yemen, but, given
their antipathy towards Iranbacked Shia groups, it is unlikely
they will countenance a dominant
Houthi role in Yemen.
Military intervention also has
unintended consequences. The
chaos in Yemen — some of which is
fuelled by the Saudi intervention
— has allowed extremists to make
gains. Recently, for example, the
southern Yemeni towns of Jaar and
Zinjibar reportedly fell to al-Qaeda
in the Arabian Peninsula.
And in Syria, Saudi support for
Islamist groups, some of which
have fought alongside al-Qaeda-

The Saudis
are trying
to shore up
their Arab
leadership
credentials.

affiliated Jabhat al-Nusra, also has
caused concerns. Egypt, for example, is extremely worried that such
extremists will emerge victorious
in Syria, putting the entire region
at risk.
Although many Arab governments, including Egypt, want to
stay in the good graces of Riyadh to
keep receiving financial assistance
— for example, on December 15th,
Egyptian officials received Saudi
Defence Minister Mohammed bin
Salman bin Abdulaziz in Cairo to
discuss security cooperation as
well as Saudi financial investments
— Saudi Arabia’s military intervention in Yemen (and support for
some questionable groups in Syria)
is not inspiring much confidence
in Riyadh’s leadership role.
On top of such concerns are
Saudi Arabia’s financial difficulties. The low price of oil has hurt
government revenues and the
government has been drawing
on reserves to cover budgetary
shortfalls. The Yemen war is also
a financial drain. While the Saudis
are tight-lipped about the actual
costs of the war, the price tag is
likely in the billions of dollars.
All of this brings returns to the
Arab leadership role. Saudi Arabia
has coveted that role while other
Arab countries, such as Egypt, have
been consumed with domestic issues. However, as Saudi resources
diminish, and with the Arab world
divided over whether Iran and the
Shias are a greater threat than ISIS,
Saudi Arabia’s leadership position
is tenuous despite presiding over a
couple of coalitions.
Gregory Aftandilian is an
associate of the Middle East Center
at the University of MassachusettsLowell and is a former US State
Department Middle East analyst.
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A sea of challenges. A ship crosses the Gulf of Suez towards the Red Sea as a holiday-maker poses at Sokhna public beach in Suez, 127 kilometres east of Cairo, last August.

Egypt’s unending challenges
Amr Emam

Cairo

T

he progress Egypt made in
2015 in its fight against terrorism in Sinai, stabilising
its political system with
parliamentary elections
and reviving its badly hit economy

and tourism sector are important
steps on a long road to stability.
Fighting jihadists in Sinai and
keeping out those who might sneak
into the country from Libya remains
a key challenge for Cairo in 2016.
Terrorism in Sinai is not separate
from the situation in Libya, where
militants obtain weapons used in
the embattled peninsula.
“This is why Egypt cannot eradi-

cate terrorism in Sinai as long as
Libya continues to boil in violence,”
security expert Khaled Okasha said.
“Egypt needs to ensure that Libya’s
turmoil comes to an end first.”
Libya’s political rivals have agreed
to form a national unity government, perhaps addressing the security vacuum created after the downfall of Muammar Qaddafi in 2011
that allowed radical groups to take

Alarms ring as population reaches 98 million

A

s of 10.07pm on November 6th, 2015, the number
of Egyptians in the world
totalled 98 million, including 90 million living

in Egypt.
This was, however, bad news for
almost everybody from economists,
who say population growth will eat
up Egypt’s slowing economic progress, to family planners, who accuse the government of sabotaging
decades-old schemes.
“This population growth is especially problematic because of
Egypt’s failure to increase production or even create more jobs,” economist Rashad Abdo said. “There is
an urgent need to strike a balance
between population growth and the
growth of the national economy.”
Egypt has one-third of the population of the Arab world and its population is expected to rise to 148 million in 20 years if the growth rate
continues as is, experts say.
Egypt’s economy grew 4% in
2014 and is expected to grow at the
same rate, or perhaps a little higher,
in 2015. But with the population
growth at 2.55%, according to the
Central Agency for Public Mobilisation and Statistics (CAPMAS), the
statistics arm of the Egyptian government, the expected uptick in the
economy in the years to come meets
the increasing needs of the people.
CAPMAS Director Abu Bakr alGuindy described this as “catastrophic”.
He accused the population growth
of slowing economic development,
which is reeling from years of turmoil since the 2011 popular uprising.
“The kind of future this country
will have will hinge primarily on
the rate of its population growth,”
Guindy said.

The population explosion — a
term Egyptians have been hearing
since the early 1980s — merited a
request from Egyptian President
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, who asked the
public to realise that more births
mean more pressure on the country’s limited resources.
“We have to make a school desk,
bus seat, a job, a hospital bed and
a flat available for every newborn,”
Sisi said in a televised address to
military leaders, officers and public
figures.

Egypt’s population
increased by 1
million in the last six
months of 2015.
The figures released by CAPMAS
about Egypt’s population growth
mean the government has to make
four school desks, bus seats, jobs,
hospital beds and flats available every minute. The agency said Egypt’s
population increased by 1 million in
the last six months of 2015.
That statistic highlights the failure of all the family planning policies the government has been pursuing since the 1980s, observers say.
Egypt’s former president Hosni
Mubarak pursued an aggressive
family planning policy during his
rule, which lasted three decades
from 1981.
Mubarak did not impose fines on
large families or limited parents to
having a specific number of children
but his health authorities actively
campaigned for smaller families, going on the airwaves and offering free
contraceptives at state-run hospitals
and clinics. Posters featuring a happy couple, putting their hands on
their two children and looking opti-

mistically to the future, were ubiquitous across Egypt until recently.
A large number of people bought
into the two-child invitation but the
figures show that not enough people
did that, it seems.
“The family planning policies
pursued by the government were
a mere failure,” Mohamed Wahba,
the head of the non-governmental
organisation Egyptian Society for
Family Health, said. “Apart from
being ineffective, family planning
services offered by the government
were not available for people in poor
areas and in the countryside.”
He said most doctors offering family planning services at Health Ministry clinics were not well-trained to
offer these services.
While economists and health specialists are involved in this blamegame, some people say Egypt’s population growth should be viewed
positively and used to increase production.
About 75% of Egypt’s population
is less than 40 years old and almost
61% of this population is less than 30
years old, according to CAPMAS.
About 3.6 million Egyptians
(12.5% of the workforce) are unemployed.
Abdo said the population growth
is a real wealth but also a scourge,
especially if Egypt does not use it
in adding more force to its economy
and production.
“The problem is that our country
is still growing, which means that
the economy can create jobs to a
certain limit,” Abdo said. “This is
why it is necessary for family planning policies to be more aggressive
until the economy can create more
jobs and be ready for more expansion to absorb newcomers to the job
market.”

root and grow. The Islamic State
(ISIS), being one of these groups, is
in control of parts of Libya, including the north-eastern city of Sirte.
However, nobody is fighting ISIS,
while Libya’s rivals keep on killing
each other.
The fight against ISIS, analysts
say, will start in 2016 when Libyans
are united. Cairo will then face the
challenge of further protecting its
1,000km western border to prevent
ISIS elements from infiltrating into
Egypt.
With this situation coupled with
its porous border with Sudan in the
south — also a smuggling haven of
arms and militants — Egypt has a
tough mission to protect its borders
in 2016.
On the domestic level, Egypt has
a long road in 2016, too, according
to Cairo University political science
Professor Akram Badr Eddin.
“True, a new parliament is in
place but it has a hard job. The parliament has to revise all laws issued
since June 2013,” he said
Egypt’s presidents held legislative
power since the dissolution of the
Muslim
Brotherhood-dominated
parliament in June 2013. Since then,
interim president Adly Mansour and
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi issued
about 400 laws that need parliamentary approval.
The parliament, dominated by
parties backing Sisi, will likely support the government, Badr Eddin
said but that doesn’t mean governing will be easy as Egypt works on
the tough transition since the army’s ouster of Muhammad Morsi as
president in 2013.
There are calls for protests on the
January 25th anniversary of the uprising. Most of the calls came from
Muslim Brotherhood activists pretending to be ordinary Egyptians
angry at rising prices and shrinking freedoms. There are fears that
the protests will lead to bloodshed,
with the Brotherhood not hiding its
confrontational plans for the protests.
Some Egyptians are calling for national reconciliation that includes
the Brotherhood. However, Sisi is
not ready to risk his popularity by
reconciling with a movement linked
with much of the country’s violence
over the past two years.
While trying to overcome internal
rifts, Egypt will face numerous challenges outside its borders in 2016,

including the issue of the grandiose
dam that Ethiopia is building on the
Nile to generate electricity. The project will deprive water-poor Egypt
of most of the water it gets from
the river. The dam is 50% complete
and 2016 is expected to be a decisive
year to resolve regional issues related to the structure.
Egypt’s former irrigation minister Nasr Allam recently warned that
Egypt may need to buy water from
Ethiopia once the dam is completed.
At the regional level, Egypt is facing a changing world in which conflicts that have been brewing for
years, are opening up for possible
political settlements. Political commentator Sharif Hafez said whether
they are in Libya, Syria, Iraq or Yemen, Egypt has a role to play helping
solve the region’s conflicts

Egypt has a tough
mission to protect
its borders in 2016.
“Egypt was the first regional player that tried to unite the Syrian opposition,” Hafez said. “Apart from
lobbying for a political resolution to
the conflict in Yemen, it supported
all efforts to bring Libya’s rivals together.”
However, improving the economy
remains the primary concern. True,
the economy grew 4.5% in 2015,
which was better than the less than
2% of the previous two years but
far below what Egypt needs to create jobs for its unemployed citizens
(13% of the workforce) and reduce
commodity prices.
Egypt also needs to have enough
foreign currency reserves to secure
its imports. Reserves are down to
$16.3 billion from $36 billion in 2010.
With few investments coming in, reserves are not expected to make a
good jump in 2016.
Economist Rashad Abdo pins his
hopes on new projects, including
the channel dug along the Suez Canal in 2015 that allowed two-way
transit in the canal for the first time,
to attract investments.
“I think the Suez Canal region
will be a magnet of international
investments,” Abdo said. “Egypt’s
economy is in bad need for such investments.”
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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Arab world’s best travel destinations
Egypt
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ith its combination of cultural and natural attractions, the Middle East and North Africa (MENA)
region has long held a powerful allure for tourists, making tourism an important source of revenue
and growth. In 2011, the industry contributed an estimated $107.3 billion, representing 4.5% of the
region’s gross domestic product (GDP) and accounted for 4.5 million jobs, almost 7% of total employment, according to the World Bank.
Like many other sectors, tourism suffered deeply as a result of conflict and political turmoil in the region. The
threat of terrorism has kept tourists away from prime destinations in Egypt, Tunisia and Lebanon. The Arab Weekly
has selected prime tourist attractions and top restaurants in Lebanon, Jordan, Egypt, the United Arab Emirates,
Tunisia and Morocco.

Lebanon

Giza Pyramids
The pyramids in Giza province,
south-west of Cairo, are indisputably the top attraction in Egypt.
They were built over the span of
three generations — by Khufu, his
second reigning son Khafre and
Menkaure.
The Great Pyramid of Khufu is
an awe-inspiring 139 metres high,
making it the largest pyramid in
Egypt. Once in Giza, tourists are
in close proximity to the Egyptian
Museum, which houses tens of
thousands of artefacts, the Saqqara
pyramids and also Fatimid Cairo,
which is near downtown Cairo.
Sharm el-Sheikh
Diverse marine life and hundreds
of Red Sea coral reef sites make
Sharm el-Sheikh a magnet for divers and eco-tourists. The tourist
economy of the Sinai peninsula
city has grown quite rapidly over
the last few decades, resulting in
the emergence of first-class resorts
and posh nightlife. Naama Bay, a
wide horseshoe-shaped bay, offers
a great promenade along its palm
tree-lined beach.

A boat ride in the ancient port city of Byblos, Lebanon.
Byblos
Voted the Arabic Capital of Tourism for 2016, Byblos is one of the
world’s oldest and continuously
inhabited cities. A UNESCO World
Heritage site, Byblos boasts a pretty
fishing port with an ancient harbour, a medieval town centre, a
Crusader-era castle and Phoenician
ruins. It is on the Mediterranean
coast, 40km north of Beirut and
has always been a main tourist attraction in Lebanon. In addition to
offering a big choice of seafood and
traditional Lebanese restaurants,
the city is particularly lively in
summer when its old centre
becomes an open sky bar to
the beat of its international
music festival.

tured as a finalist in the New Seven
Wonders of Nature competition.
Beiteddine Palace
Nestled in the heart of the Shouf
mountains at 900 metres above
sea level, the Beiteddine Palace
complex is Lebanon’s best example of early 19th-century Lebanese
architecture. It was built by Mount
Lebanon’s ruler Emir Bashir Shihab II and remained the seat of the

Jeita Grotto
A compound of crystallised caves sculpted
by water and time, Jeita
Grotto offers one of the
world’s most amazing agglomerations of stalactites
and stalagmites. Located in
the Nahr al-Kalb valley 20km
north of Beirut, it consists of
two caves, an upper gallery and
lower “water cave” through which
a 6,230-metre river runs, and is
only accessible by boat. It is a must
see for visitors in Lebanon and fea-

Tourists view the Jeita Grotto
in Jeita, north of Beirut.

emirate until it was suppressed by
the Ottomans in 1842. The palace
includes an impressive outer courtyard and inner patios, the harem
area and its magnificent baths and
the beautifully restored vaulted stables where a permanent exhibition
of Byzantine mosaics is displayed.
Restaurants
Abdel Wahab: One of the top restaurants offering traditional Lebanese cuisine from the multiple-dish
Mezze to grilled kebabs and Arabic
deserts. Found in the heart of Beirut’s Monot street in the posh neighbourhood of Ashrafieh, it offers the
perfect introduction to Lebanese
gastronomy.
Mayyas Lebanon is rich with
restaurants offering exquisite Armenian cuisine. Mayyas is a favourite Armenian food place in
the heart of the city in a very rustic road in Ashrafieh. The venue
is nicely decorated and visitors
are always warmly greeted.
Le Phenicien: A remarkable
seafood restaurant with two main
outlets, in Beirut and in the southern port city of Tyre, offering a variety of fish and seafood platters, in
addition to the traditional Lebanese
siyadieh and the famous paella. It is
in Beirut’s smart area of Horsh Tabet, just off the old fishing
port in Tyre.

Karnak
Few sites in Egypt are more impressive than Karnak. It is the largest ancient religious site ever built,
consisting of three main temples,
smaller enclosed temples and several outer temples located about
2.5km north of Luxor.
One of the most famous structures of Karnak is the Great Hypostyle Hall, a hall area of 5,000 sq
metres with 134 massive columns
arranged in 16 rows.

A Sharm el-Sheikh hotel.
Restaurants
L’Aubergine: This is a modernlooking restaurant in which visitors
can enjoy romantic meals by candlelight. Restaurant prices are not
high. It serves beer and the finest
lentil soup in Cairo. The restaurant
also has vegetarian options.
Rangoli: This is a wonderful restaurant that serves Indian food.
The staff are very friendly and apart
from the delicious meals the restaurant serves, Rangoli’s location is
more than charming.
The Lantern Room is described by
many visitors as a lovely place. Restaurant service is flawless. It is a rewarding experience, especially after
visiting tourist attractions in Luxor.

Egypt’s millenium Giza pyramids

Jordan
Petra
A UNESCO World Heritage site
since 1985, and one of the New
Seven Wonders of the World, Petra
is indisputably the most famous attraction in Jordan.
Carved in pink sandstone cliffs,
the city is nicknamed the “Rose
City”. Dating back to 300BC, Petra was the capital of the Nabatean
kingdom and accessed via a narrow
canyon called Al Siq.
Baptism Site in Bethany

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

The site is where tradition says Jesus was baptised by John the Baptist
in the Jordan river. In 2015, the Unit-

ed Nations’ cultural agency added
the site to the World Heritage List.
Dead Sea
At 410 metres below sea level, the
Dead Sea is the Earth’s lowest point
on land. Jordan’s Dead Sea coast is
one of the most spectacular natural and spiritual landscapes in the
world, with several outlets for skin
treatment. The Dead Sea remains
one of the most visited places in Jordan.
Restaurants
Fakhr El Din: One of the leading
proponents of Arab cuisine and a

popular destination to many Jordanians. It is in the Second Circle area
of Amman and has a capacity of 170.
Reservations are required.
La Maison Verte: A Grumpy Gourmet-award winning French restaurant known for its Entrecote Cafe de
Paris, steaks and seafood. Located
in an affluent district of Amman, the
restaurant offers an exquisite taste
of French cuisine in an elegant European atmosphere.
Romero: Winner of the International Award for Tourist, Hotel and
Catering Industry and Top Ten Restaurant, Grumpy Gourmet Award.
Opened in 1979, Romero has since
become the best Italian restaurant
in Amman.
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Morocco

United Arab Emirates

Archaeological site of Volubilis
Founded in the third century
BC on the Atlas mountains close
to Meknes, Volubilis is a standing
witness of the Roman civilisation
in North Africa. The Romans used
it as a central administrative centre
for this part of Roman Africa. The
city has mesmerising floor mosaics
and the striking arches of the basilica courthouse are still standing
next to the pillars of the God Jupiter Temple. The ruins remained
unscathed until an earthquake
hit the region in the 18th century.
Some of the city’s sites were demolished to provide stones for the
construction of the palaces of King
Moulay Ismail in Meknes.
Bab El-Mansour gate

An aerial view of the Ferrari theme park in the Emirati capital Abu Dhabi.
Ferrari World Abu Dhabi

World Heritage site.

The first Ferrari theme park, located on Yas Island, Abu Dhabi,
figures high on the agenda of the
global traveller to the UAE for a
truly enjoyable and unforgettable experience. Ferrari World Abu
Dhabi is an engineering marvel in
itself, and apart from the world’s
fastest and steepest roller coaster
rides, to advanced racing simulators, the other attractions which
will appeal to all ages and interests
are themed stores and restaurants,
live entertainment and fine dining
experience.

Dubai’s Historic District

Jebel Hafeet
Located in al Ain, a 90-minute
drive from Abu Dhabi, Jebel Hafeet
is 1,240 metres high and the drive
up the majestic rocky mountain
on its winding highway makes for
an exciting day. Al Ain, an oasis
boasting cool, shady walkways and
a 3,000-year-old falaj irrigation
system, is also famed for hot water
springs at the foot of the mountain.
It is one of the world’s oldest permanently inhabited settlements, and a UNESCO

Shindagha, Bur Dubai, Deira and
Al Fahidi historic districts around
Dubai’s old creek, which functioned as a natural port, are being
revamped to showcase the emirate’s history and heritage centred
on fishing, pearl diving and trade.
The 1.75km-long water front will
have about 50 museums covering
various aspects of life in Dubai,
such as the seafaring tradition and
Bedouin way of life, in addition to
boutique hotels, restaurants, traditional bazaars and art galleries.
Restaurants
18 degrees in Abu Dhabi features
Eastern Mediterranean cuisine and
seasonally changing menus. Located on Hyatt Capital Gate Abu
Dhabi’s 18th floor, the dining room
has a spacious seating style featuring traditional and high bar tables,
booth seating and an outdoor terrace. The award-winning restaurant’s menu is crafted by sous chef
Michele Mueller, who cooked for
several dignitaries, including US
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President Barack Obama, the Emir
of Qatar and Mick Jagger.
Pierchic, a high-end Mediterranean seafood restaurant, offers a
modern, stylish and elegant dining
space, which maximises the views
of the Arabian Gulf and the Dubai
coastline. What is unique about
Pierchic is that it is on a pier at Al
Qasr, Madinat Jumeirah, facing the
iconic Burj Al Arab. A dress code
recommendation is to dress with a
touch of white and visitors are set
for a truly chic affair!
Reflets par Pierre Gagnaire, at the
Intercontinental Dubai Festival
City, is famed as much for worldclass French menus and gastronomic creations as for its magical
interiors and setting with plush
pink damask chairs, Murano glass
chandeliers and walls adorned in
mother of pearl. As for the culinary journey of discovery Reflets
presents, it is headed up by the renowned three-Michelin star chef
Pierre Gagnaire. Guests can indulge
in Reflets’ private and romantic
waterfront setting for an unforgettable night of elegance and enjoy
select beverages, recommended
by the restaurant’s resident sommelier.

Bab El-Mansour is by far the
most impressive of all imperial
Moroccan cities’ gates and one of
the most iconic monuments of the
imperial city of Meknes. Named
after the architect El-Mansour, the
gate was completed, in 1737. It was
built from marble columns taken
from Volubilis ruins and is adorned
with top-quality zellige mosaics
and inscriptions across the top.
The gate, which is in the heart of
the ancient medina of Meknes, is
used as an arts and crafts gallery.
Hassan II Mosque
Hassan II Mosque is Morocco’s
most modern monument and the
seventh largest mosque in the
world and its 210-metre minaret is
the world’s tallest. The landmark
monument of Casablanca was
partly built on the Atlantic and on
land. Designed by French architect
Michel Pinseau, the mosque was
completed in 1993 with an estimated cost of $650 million. The
mosque reflects the long-lasting
legacy of the Alaoui dynasty that
has been ruling Morocco for almost four centuries. Its
beautiful
mosaics,
sculpted
plaster mouldings,
stone and
marble
floors,

carved wood ceilings and horseshoe-shaped arches are simply
breathtaking.
Restaurants
Basmane Restaurant: Located
on the Corniche of Morocco’s economic capital city of Casablanca, it
is a unique experience where food
lovers can indulge in the finest
Moroccan cuisine in an authentic
Moorish atmosphere while being
entertained by belly dancers. From
steaming different sorts of tagines
to lamb skewers, customers are
spoiled for choice.
Grand Café de la Poste: Located
in the heart of Gueliz in Marrakech,
this posh restaurant features a décor of the 1920s, taking visitors back
to the French colonial era with a
Moorish touch thanks to its wooden
blinds, marble tables and semi-tiled
walls with Arabic inscriptions. The
restaurant offers a mix of Moroccan
and French cuisine and its beautiful terrace draws both locals and
expats.
Saveur de Poisson: Only a short
walk from the iconic five-star Al
Minzah Hotel in Tangiers, the
charming seafood restaurant offers a four-course menu at a fixed
price. Customers have no choice
but to wait for the four courses
served in large tagines,
starting with fish soup.
The main course depends on the catch
of the day. Roasted
pine nuts with seasonal strawberries
covered in local
honey is a mouthwatering dessert
that helps visitors
digest the main
course. A thrilling food experience in Tangiers,
the “bride” of the
north.

Hassan II mosque in Casablanca

Tunisia
South
Chott el Djerid, the largest salt
lake of the Sahara desert, offers a
moonscape view filled with mirages and beaming white sand, and

Matmata, the one-of-its-kind Berber town. Matmata is enigmatic in
the sense that all houses are built
underground, inviting the visitors
to lose themselves in a maze of passageways from one room to anoth-

er. Both Chott el Djerid and Matmata were featured in Star Wars films.
Djerba
Dubbed the jewel of the Tunisian coast, Djerba island is situated off south-eastern Tunisia. It
is endowed with mesmerising sundrenched beaches and beautiful
weather. It is the place, in mythology, where Ulysses, on his epic journey, set foot only to have his companions lose the desire to go home
preferring to stay on the island. One
can enjoy the resorts offering traditional hammam (bath) or thalassotherapy, in addition to a variety of
water sports.
Hammamet

Hammamet, Tunisia.

Hammamet is a dreamy resort
spot, particularly known for jasmine, the scent of which fills the
town’s streets. The place is popular for its beautiful sandy beaches

and water sports. It has garnered a
reputation of being the town of artists and writers, combining Moorish mystique with Mediterranean
charm. The town is dotted with a
medina, of a maze of alleyways and
souks filled with rug sellers and artisan products. It is home for
the Great Mosque of the
Kasbah, North Africa’s
oldest mosque.
Restaurants
Dar el Jeld is a
beautiful restaurant in the heart of
the medina where
the art of traditional
culinary meets the art
of architecture. Hosted in an old Arabic-style
house, it specialises in savoury
Tunisian dishes served in traditional pottery. Food is offered with musicians playing traditional Tunisian
malouf.

The Factory Situated in the historic Kobet el-Hwe, the old summer
palace of Tunis Beys, The Factory is
partly set on the beach and in the
waters of the Mediterranean. It accommodates the pleasure of enjoying tasty food while admiring the
panoramic view of the sea.
Dar Zarrouk: If tired
and hungry while
roaming the streets
of Sidi Bou Said,
Dar Zarrouk is
the restaurant to
seek to enjoy a
peaceful
afternoon or night
embracing
the
iconic views of the
coastal town. Overlooking the hill, Dar
Zarrouk offers a splendid
view of the Sidi Bou Said port
and Tunis Bay. The restaurant will
treat you to the finest of the Tunisian cuisine, which combines taste
and tradition.
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Iraq’s 2016 outlook:
More ISIS and sectarian violence, low oil prices
Omar Hejab

Baghdad

T

he New Year promises to
be decisive for Iraq.
The battle with the Islamic State (ISIS) picked
up in the northern and
western parts of the country. Low
oil prices caused a squeeze nationwide and threatened a crucial
revenue sharing deal with the secessionist Kurds. They also undermined state efforts to tend for
hundreds of thousands of Iraqis
displaced by ISIS and sectarian
violence.
The power of Shia militias, rumoured to have been responsible
for scores of killings and kidnappings among Sunnis, is worrisome.
Little is being done to win back
the piqued Sunnis. And, sectarian
attacks continue to inflict a huge
toll on both sects, threatening to
plunge the country into further
chaos.
The government is faced with
the tough task of making good
on its promise to fight corruption
among officials, press ahead with
reforms and improve services and
infrastructure for its disgruntled
subjects.
Neighbours Iran and Turkey continue to exhibit ambitions in Iraq,
where provinces — or even neighbourhoods — are split along sectarian and ethnic lines. A Baghdad
resident must have a visa to visit
the northern Kurdish autonomous
areas.

Sectarian
attacks continue to
inflict a huge toll on
both sects,
threatening to
plunge the country
into further chaos.
Those are the main issues that
made 2015 a very challenging year
in Iraq and observers predict the
worst is yet to come.
“As ISIS loses more and more
ground in Iraq and Syria, with for-

eign involvement rising — whether
by the Russians or Americans — the
jihadist group will increase its violence,” said Salem al-Saadoun, a
political science lecturer at Baghdad University.
“ISIS’s attacks will be more painful and invasive, with much more
innovative tactics to be used,”
Saadoun said, pointing out that
militants’ techniques were fast
evolving and now include hiding
explosives in streets and buildings.
“It’s not going to be easy and
winning over ISIS will be the makeor-break factor in 2016.”

“Winning over
ISIS will be the
make-or-break
factor in 2016.”
In the north, the Shia-dominated Iraqi army and Kurdish forces,
backed by Iran and a US-led coalition, have been gradually pushing ISIS back. One major victory
was the recapture of two-thirds of
Sinjar, where ISIS had committed
massacres against the Yazidi minority.
Retaking Sinjar in November
2015 after a 15-month ISIS rule cut
a major supply route for the militants, who remain isolated in Iraq’s
second largest city of Mosul, further to the north-east.
However, government advances
towards Mosul stalled because the
army was overstretched, having
been fighting another crucial battle that allowed it on December 8th
to recapture a large part of Ramadi,
the capital of the Sunni Muslim
heartland of Anbar province to the
west.
Underlining the significance of
the battle over Ramadi, US Defense
Secretary Ashton Carter offered
to deploy attack helicopters to assist with the advance into the city
centre, where the government says
ISIS has up to 1,000 jihadists among
some 10,000 trapped civilians.
Perhaps, establishing security
and rebuilding Ramadi will be a
“much harder task than retrieving
the area”, Anbar province council
member Rajeh Barakat said.

Iraq’s Prime Minister Haidar al-Abadi (C) tours the city of Tikrit after Iraq security forces regained
control from ISIS militants, last April.
“Mosul and other areas could see
a replica of the operation in Ramadi, where support by some Sunni
tribal residents made it a success,”
Barakat said.
An agreement concluded late
in 2014 allowed Russia to set a
toehold in Baghdad, launching a
centre for sharing and analysing
intelligence data on ISIS with Iraq,
Syria and Iran. The office has been
active since October but Russia has
not yet launched air strikes against
ISIS in Iraq, as it did in Syria.
Winning back the Sunnis took
a back seat amid a popular outcry
over poor health care and education services, lack of security,
spread of cholera and persisting
power cuts in a country of 35 million people. Tens of thousands of

Iraqis took to the streets, demanding improved conditions and punishment for corrupt officials seen
as having squandered the country’s oil wealth.
Many projects were put on hold
because of low oil prices. The
price drop forced a crunch on Iraq,
which sits atop the world’s fifth
largest proven oil reserves. As a
result, Baghdad hiked output by
13%, an unprecedented 500,000
barrels per day (bpd), to 3.8 million
bpd.
The increased production intensified a battle for market share
between members of the Organisation of the Petroleum Exporting
Countries (OPEC) and non-OPEC
rivals. Under such moves, Baghdad
sold some crude grades for as little

as $30 a barrel, about 57% less the
average Brent crude oil price of $53
per barrel.
Meanwhile, in Iraq’s north, the
Kurdish Regional Government
(KRG) retreated in June from the
deal that gave Iraq’s central government access to revenue from
Kurdish oil, which accounts for
15% of the country’s total daily
output.
In exchange, the Kurds were to
get 17% of federal expenditure, an
amount the KRG said hasn’t materialised. Therefore, KRG broke off
the deal and opted to sell oil on its
own.
Omar Hejab, a pseudonym used
for safety reasons, is an Arab
Weekly contributor in Iraq.

Jordan’s uncertain path in turbulent Mideast
Jamal J. Halaby

Amman

J

ordan has weathered the political storm that engulfed
much of the Middle East
since the “Arab spring” revolutions in 2011 but portentous challenges lie ahead.
While Jordan’s relatively moderate political culture is a strong mitigating factor, the risk of domestic
instability is far greater heading
into 2016 than at any time since a
bloody civil war in 1970.

The risk of domestic
instability is far
greater heading into
2016 than at any
time.

 taying above water. A
S
Jordanian policeman inspects
the flooded ancient Roman
theatre in downtown Amman,
last November.

The spark could come from a renewed influx of Syrian refugees
— those already in Jordan have
strained all resources — or a heavily
indebted economy that came close
to crashing in 2015 and is barely
able to keep up with government
overspending, especially on armament to bolster defences.
Regionally, instability could come
from Islamic State (ISIS) militants,
who are across Jordan’s eastern and
northern borders in Iraq and Syria,
or the Palestinian territories, where

fading hopes for independence and
statehood are vexing Jordan’s large
Palestinian population.
Indeed, 2015 will be remembered
by Jordanians for many years to
come. It is when ISIS burned alive
in a cage a Jordanian Royal Air Force
pilot whose jet crashed in Syria. In
response, Jordan has taken an active part in US-led air strikes on
ISIS and also joined another front,
a Russian campaign that kicked off
in September.
“It’s a bumpy path and it may get
rougher as the Mideast as a whole is
going through one of its most turbulent times,” Jordanian political
commentator Mohammed al-Adeeb
told The Arab Weekly.
“Looking around us, it’s all trouble spots from Libya to Yemen and
from Iraq to Syria and Palestine,” he
said. “We’re surrounded. We’re not
living in a distant island.”
Mounting violence between Sunni Muslims and the Shia-Alawite
sect in Syria and Iraq ripped both
countries apart and effectively divided them along sectarian and
ethnic lines. Trouble also looms
elsewhere in the petroleum-rich
Arab Gulf region in states with Shia
communities, including Saudi Arabia.
Riyadh is Jordan’s largest Arab
aid donor. Both countries have similar monarchical systems. Jordan’s
Hashemite royal family members
are said to be direct descendants of
Prophet Mohammad.

Iran, which has the region’s largest Shia population, is flexing its
muscles to exert more influence in
a region long dominated by Sunnis.
And, Sunni governments, especially in the Gulf, have been resisting
in an effort to maintain their traditional clout. They even went to war
to support Yemen’s government
against Iran-backed Houthi forces.

Jordan fears that it
will be overtaken by
a tide of Shia Islam.
Jordan fears that it will be overtaken by a tide of Shia Islam. Jordan’s king was the first to warn in
2004 of a “Shia crescent” stretching
from Iraq to Lebanon through Syria, around his small country.
For the United States, instabilitydriven political change that could
end the Jordan’s pro-US monarchy
or the spectre of an emerging antiWestern or a hard-line Islamist government bordering Israel is out of
the question.
Given Jordan’s commitment to
peace with Israel and profound cooperation on counterterrorism and
security matters, Washington has a
strong interest in helping the kingdom get back on its feet.
“The United States has a vested
interest in Jordan’s continued stability,” said Mussa Ishtwei, director
of the Strategic Study Centre at the
University of Jordan. He pointed to

Jordan being a “proper buffer” between America’s key Israeli ally and
the rest of the volatile Arab region
to the east.
Observers insist that Jordan’s
economic woes remain the biggest
challenge in 2016 and beyond.
Tourism is nearly at a standstill,
Jordan’s debt, spending and budget
deficit have reached alarming levels; services such as health care and
education and meagre resources
such as water and electricity are
over-consumed by a 20% rise in
population, mainly due to an influx
of 1.4 million Syria refugees.
Jordan’s King Abdullah II has said
the economy was his main worry:
“It keeps me up at night.”
Despite the difficulties, falling
oil prices, coupled with a projected
increase in international aid to the
refugees, are expected to slightly
shore up the national economy in
2016.
Economic expert Fahd Fanek said
the real growth rate of gross domestic product (GDP) is expected to be
nearly 2.5% in 2015 and projected
that “some economic growth” will
take place in 2016 but declined to
specify.
Jordan is hopeful that 2016 will
bring the desired stability to a region free of ISIS, with trouble spots
in Syria, Iraq and others pacified so
that attention would be focused on
resolving the lingering PalestinianIsraeli conflict — a wish that may be
hard to attain.
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No Palestinian statehood in
sight for 2016
Dominique Roch

Beirut

D

espite
diplomatic
achievements in 2015,
such as Palestinians effectively joining the
International
Criminal
Court (ICC) and being able to file
complaints against Israel, the raising
of the Palestinian flag at UN offices
or the EU decision to label products
made in Israeli settlements, it is unlikely that 2016 will be a decisive
year for Palestinian statehood or
that Palestinians will be freed from
the Israeli occupation.
The peace process is moribund
and some Palestinians blame the
way negotiations have been engineered.
“Israel has a veto capacity for any
step it opposes in the talks,” said
Ambassador Afif Safieh, who served
as head of Palestinian diplomatic
missions in London, Washington
and Moscow.
“Up to now, the Israelis have dictated the terms of the peace process,
which reflects the self-inflicted impotence of the international community. World powers consider
themselves to be facilitators, forgetting there are binding international
resolutions calling for the Israeli
withdrawal of the territories occupied in 1967,” said Safieh, who is currently a member of the Fatah Revolutionary Council, one of the main
political bodies of the Palestinian
ruling party.
“We have to negotiate alone with
the Israelis hence the total stalemate
in the peace process,” he said.
For the past year, Palestinian Authority President Mahmoud Abbas
has been trying to internationalise
the Palestinian question and get the
UN Security Council to adopt a resolution setting a two-year deadline

for the establishment of a Palestinian state along the June 4, 1967, lines,
followed by an international peace
conference.
However, hopes for a breakthrough in the coming months have
been hindered by US President
Barack Obama’s reluctance to tackle
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in his
remaining months in office.
“We thought we could have an Eisenhower moment like in 1956 when
the US president in one phone call,
during a US electoral year, forced
(Israel’s first prime minister David)
Ben Gurion to withdraw from Sinai
after the Israeli, French and British
tripartite attack on that part of the
world,” said Safieh.

Palestinians say
their cause has been
dropped from the
international agenda
as world and Arab
leaders are focused
on fighting the
Islamic State (ISIS).
The absence of political prospects
to end the 48-year Israeli occupation
of the West Bank, including East Jerusalem, and the blockade on Gaza
in addition to Palestinian perceived
threats to al Aqsa mosque and the
expansion of Jewish settlements
on the very land where Palestinians
hope to establish their state, has given rise to anger and despair in the
Palestinian street.
This is reflected in the stabbings
and car-ramming attacks targeting
Israeli soldiers, Jewish settlers and
civilians. The attacks have claimed
the lives of at least 20 Israelis and
more than 117 Palestinians, some
of whom have been killed during
clashes or demonstrations.

Palestinians say their cause has
been dropped from the international agenda as world and Arab leaders
are focused on fighting the Islamic
State (ISIS) in Syria and Iraq though
some are raising concerns that jihadi
Salafist extremism might be feeding
on the occupation of Palestinian
lands.
Another problem facing the Palestinians is “the absence of an inspiring leadership able to articulate our
cry for freedom out of captivity”,
said Safieh, adding that the Palestinians should try to fix their political
apparatus.
“There are three main challenges
awaiting the Palestinians,” he explained, referring first to the need
to convening a general conference
of Fatah “to refresh the legitimacy
of our leadership”. The last time the
Fatah conference convened was in
2009.
“Secondly, we have to hold the
Palestinian National Council (PNC)
that is the Palestinian parliamentin-exile whose members are from
inside and outside the Palestinian territories with the participation
this time of Hamas and Islamic jihad,” Safieh said.
The third challenge, he said, is to
reconcile Fatah and Hamas “or, in
other words, the political reunification of the West Bank and Gaza”.
Safieh emphasised that the Palestinians need unity and a clear
strategy and called for a non-violent
resistance, which “will make the
occupation unmanageable for the
Israelis”.
This is, however, easier said than
done as the Israeli cabinet might react — as it did in the past — by ostracising the Palestinian Authority politically and financially should the
reconciliation between Hamas and
Fatah take place.
Another danger looming is the
risk of the Palestinian Authority col-

Dream of nationhood. Palestinian flag raised at the UN heaquarters in New York, last September.
lapsing altogether.
Though the picture seems bleak,
there are some promising signs, and
many pertain to the realm of public
opinion.
In Europe and the United States,
the anti-Israeli occupation Boycott,
Divestment and Sanction Movement is gaining traction. European
public opinion seems to be more ad-

vanced than European governments
on what should be done to prevent
the collapse of the two-state solution and the rise of a de facto Israeli
apartheid state in pre-1948 British
mandate Palestine.
Dominique Roch is a regular
analyst and special correspondent
for The Arab Weekly.

A year of impunity

View poi nt

Diana Buttu

A

s 2015 closed, we
Palestinians looked
back and saw the
world had failed us.
Palestinians
marked 2014 with
two significant events: Israel’s
attack on the Gaza Strip, in which
it killed more than 2,100 Palestinians, demolished or damaged
more than 100,000 homes and
businesses and bombed hospitals,
schools, water infrastructure and
clinics; and the accession to International Criminal Court.
Palestinians expected 2015
would be the year of accountability; that, after granting Israel
impunity for nearly 70 years, the
world would wake up and stop Israel flouting international law and
humanity. We expected that the
Palestinian Authority (PA) would
do the same.
Yet 2015 was a year of impunity.
After Israel’s bombing campaign, and with the help of the
international community, of the
thousands of homes and buildings damaged or destroyed during
Israel’s onslaught, the United Nations has assisted in the construction of only one home. Yes, one
home.

The European Union’s
response to Israel’s crimes
has been similarly meek.

The reasons? A combination of
lack of funds (though the international community pledged
more than $5 billion, less than
one-third was actually paid) and
Israel’s insistence (as accepted
by the United Nations) that Israel
be allowed to control the flow of
construction materials to Gaza.
The result is that thousands of
Palestinians remain homeless despite assurances to the contrary.
And the impunity does not stop
there: Not a single country, including the PA, has held Israel to
account for its 2014 onslaught or
for its continued theft of Palestinian land. Not a single Israeli has
faced criminal charges and Israeli
officials continue to be received in
foreign capitals as though Israel’s
2014 assault did not occur.
This impunity bolstered Israel’s
actions in 2015. Israeli Prime
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu’s
landslide victory came as no surprise to anyone paying attention
to Israeli politics given the shift to
the extreme right. Today, of the
120 members of Israel’s Knesset,
only the anti-Zionist party (holding a mere 13 seats) support equal
rights for Palestinians while the
vast majority of members of the
Knesset do not support Palestinian freedom.
And it shows: In 2015, the
Israeli government actively
pushed for increased settlement
construction and expansion,
supported right-wing extremists
who seek to destroy the Haram
al-Sharif, instituted shoot-tokill policies against Palestinians
protesting Israeli rule, turned a
blind eye to the murders of the

Dawabshe family whose home
was set ablaze by Israeli settlers,
and continued its home demolition policies.
With Israel receiving unbridled
diplomatic support in the face
of this and increased US financial assistance, it is little wonder
that Israel continues to do as it
pleases.
The European Union’s response to Israel’s crimes has been
similarly meek. After 20 years of
pressing for labelling of Israeli
settler goods, the European Union
has finally decided to institute its
own policies. And before it pats
itself on the back for confronting
Israel, this labelling is nothing
more than that — labelling — and
does not involve holding Israel to

Palestinians
will
continue
to rise up
to demand
freedom,
equality and
above all
else, dignity.

An Israeli settler (R), attacks a Palestinian
journalist near Hebron in the occupied West
Bank, last October.

account or even banning settlement goods.
For Palestinians, however, the
Palestinian Authority and its authoritarian, unelected “leaders”
continue to abet Israel’s crimes.
The promised swift PA response
to Israel’s crimes was instead now
typical PA fear of alienating the
United States, Europe and every
other donor to the flailing Palestinian Authority.
While protests are erupting
throughout all parts of occupied
Palestine, Palestinian President
Mahmoud Abbas continues to
busy himself with consolidating
his power, destroying the remnants of democratic Palestinian
institutions and ingratiating himself to an American leader who
has made it clear that he will not
do anything to secure Palestinian
freedom before his term expires
in a year.
And so the year of Israeli impunity will give rise to the year of
Palestinians claiming their rights;
a year in which the Boycott,
Divestment and Sanctions (BDS)
Movement will continue to grow
despite Israeli attempts (and
sanctioned by the Israeli Supreme
Court) attempts to quash it. The
Palestinian Authority will make
itself even more irrelevant in the
eyes of Palestinians and a year in
which Palestinians — fed up with
living under repressive Israeli
rule — will continue to rise up to
demand freedom, equality and
above all else, dignity.
Diana Buttu is a Palestinian
lawyer and former member of the
PLO Negotiation Committee.
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For Tunisia a trying year
mitigated by Nobel Peace Prize
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

2

015 could have been one of
the most trying years of Tunisia’s modern history were
it not for the pride and joy
generated by the distinction of a Nobel Peace Prize win.
Three jihadist attacks jolted the
country, wreaking havoc on its key
tourism industry and humbling its
leaders who had aimed to make
2015 a turning point in the effort to
jump-start economic growth and
restore hope to the country’s restless youth.
Tunisia ended the year with near
zero economic growth, its worst
performance in five decades.
The success of the democratic transition, epitomised by the
swearing-in of a new government in
early 2015, was marred by infighting
within Nidaa Tounes, the leading
political party.
But Tunisia’s main challenge is to
ward off jihadists, many of whom
received training in Libya and
fought in Syria and Iraq. In a recent
report, the London-based Soufan
Group noted that Tunisian jihadists
constituted the largest contingent
of foreign fighters in Syria and Iraq.
Tunisian Prime Minister Habib Essid described terrorism as “the most
serious threat facing the state”.
Tunisia has been under a state
of emergency since a November
24th suicide bombing that killed 12
members of the Presidential Guard
in Tunis. The bombing came on top
of terror attacks on the Bardo National Museum in March and on the
Sousse beach resort in June, which
together cost the lives of some 60
tourists.
But thanks to the Nobel Peace
Prize, announced in October, Tunisia basked in the world spotlight as
a rare Arab case of democratic suc-

cess. Its civil society Quartet was
presented the prize for facilitating
the country’s peaceful transition to
democracy in 2013.
The Nobel prize gave the country
reason to cheer and the world community an occasion to highlight the
success of Tunisia’s transition.
In the summer of 2013, the country was teetering on civil strife as
Ennahda, the main Islamist party,
which had won the 2011 elections,
was challenged by street protests
after the killing of two leftist politicians. Tunisian National Dialogue
Quartet mediation and events in
Egypt, which led to the overthrow
of Islamist president Muhammad
Morsi, further convinced Ennahda
to leave office.

The Nobel prize gave
the country reason
to cheer and the
world community an
occasion to highlight
the success of
Tunisia’s transition.
The Quartet, composed of trade
unionists, businesspeople, lawyers
and human rights activists, helped
put in power a technocratic government to peacefully oversee the elections. Nidaa Tounes, a secularist
party won the legislative vote while
veteran politician Beji Caid Essebsi
was elected president.
Although overwhelmingly committed to the freedoms gained since
the 2011 uprising, most Tunisians
see fighting terrorism as their priority. According to the survey conducted by the Emrhod polling agency in November, 76.8% of Tunisian
respondents said the threat of terrorism after that Tunis attack had
become “very high” and is a “matter
of concern”.
Tunisians are so worried they say
they are willing to live with any ex-

ceptional measures deemed necessary to thwart terrorist violence.
Another recent survey, conducted by the Sigma Conseil polling
agency, had more than 78% of Tunisians say they were ready to “sacrifice some freedom in exchange for
more security”.
Some of human rights defenders expressed concern over such
trends.
In a joint statement, civil society
organisations, including the Tunisian Human Rights League, warned
against “misconceptions according
to which restricting basic freedoms
is the key to victory over terrorism”.
On the eve of the Nobel Peace
Prize ceremony, Abdessattar Ben
Moussa, the head of the Tunisian
Human Rights League, said “the
best way to fight terrorism is to respect human rights”.
In 2016, and at the same time
that it needs to overcome terrorism
to regain the confidence of foreign
investors and holidaymakers — crucial for badly needed economic
growth — Tunisia must tackle unemployment and regional inequality, which worsened in the five years
since Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali was
ousted as president.
The threats of insecurity and
socio-economic instability are major dangers faced by the nascent
democracy. Some analysts say one
of the factors explaining the draw
of the jihadist narrative is the unaddressed despair of young people
in the face of unemployment and
poverty. Unemployment of university graduates stands at more than
32%, one of the highest rates in the
world.
Economic difficulties have affected the standard of living of different segments of the population.
According to government figures,
the country’s middle class shrank to
53% of the population in 2015, versus 70% in 2010.
Reversing the trend and allow-

Tunisian President Beji Caid Essebsi takes part in the new
government swearing-in ceremony with Prime Minister Habib
Essid (background) at the Carthage Palace, last February.
ing the middle classes to thrive will
require a better security climate
that allows economic recovery and
growth. Only then will Tunisia’s
democratic success translate to
better lives for the majority of the

population and allow the country to
meet the demands of its youth.
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis. He has
covered North Africa for decades.

Libya’s contentious path to settlement
Michel Cousins

GNC President Nuri Abu Sahmain and his supporters say it
should be the only legislature in
the future. It has effectively not
been part of the dialogue process
and Abu Sahmain has rejected
signing the agreement. A majority
of GNC members are said to support him and he will not allow a
vote on the matter.

Tunis

A

bit of Libyan history
was made in Morocco
on December 17th with
an agreement meant
to usher in a national
unity government called the Government of National Accord (GNA)
and an interim but highly complex
power-sharing system.
After more than a year of UNmediated negotiations, delegates
to the Libya dialogue, members
of the Libya’s parliament in Tobruk, the House of Representatives (HoR) together with some
of its rivals in Tripoli, the General
National Congress, were joined by
a number of mayors and political
party delegates in approving the
Libya political agreement (LPA).
The arrangement calls for a
nine-member presidency council to head the government and
there will be a record five deputy
prime ministers plus ministers for
important areas of public life. The
other ministers are to be chosen
by the presidency council by January 16th and it is expected there
will be many of them. In Libya’s
present divide, having representatives from all the competing factions, towns and tribes on board is
as important as having competent
individuals to run the ministries.
Legislative powers are in the
hands of the HoR and a state council comprising most of the members of the old Congress — again,
incorporating all the rival players
into the system has been the aim.
It has been a bumpy ride getting

People started
talking of a
“UN-imposed”
government, as if
Libya were no longer
independent.

Libya’s General National Congress (GNC) Deputy President Saleh
al-Makhzoum, the new national government head (R), Prime
Minister, Fayez al-Sarraj (C) and the head of the Tobruk-based
House of Representatives Mohamed Ali Shoeb (2ndL) celebrate
after signing a deal on a unity government on December 17th, in
the Moroccan city of Skhirat.
to the agreement. As with many
deals, the devil has been in the details.
Despite constant declarations
from Bernardino Leon, the UN
special envoy who directed the
dialogue for virtually all the negotiations, and from his successor
Martin Kobler that there could be
no further alterations, there were
constant changes to the text right
up to the signing. These were to
meet objections from either the

representatives from the GNC or
the HoR, much of the argument
being about the powers of the
advisory (in other words, largely
powerless) state council, the successor to the GNC.
The signing of the agreement
does not mean that Libya will have
a government that will bring its
crisis to a close, even though the
United Nations, Western and Arab
states have committed themselves
to actively supporting it.

There is opposition to the agreement also in the HoR, notably
among some members from eastern Libya, mainly federalists, and
including others who want more
power for themselves or who fear
losing power. Among them are
HoR President Ageela Saleh and
Abu Bakr Baira, who resigned from
the dialogue negotiations, piqued,
it is claimed by his opponents, at
not being made a deputy prime
minister.
A further degree of resentment
across the country was reinforced
by Leon’s list of names proposed
for inclusion in the GNA. Disgruntled voices pointed out that it was
not for him to name government
ministers but for the presidency
council. People started talking of
a “UN-imposed” government, as
if Libya were no longer independent, and of the need for an internal
“Libya-Libya” dialogue to find an
internal solution to the crisis.
At the end of November, a group

of east Libyan members from
both parliaments gathered unofficially in Tunis and called on Abu
Sahmain and Saleh to meet. Just
more than a week later, an official
GNC delegation and an HoR team
agreed there should be a joint committee from both parliaments to
appoint a separate national unity
government and amend the 1963
constitution.
Since then, Abu Sahmain and
Saleh have met and the country
now has two “dialogues”, just as it
has had two parliaments, two governments, two military chiefs of
staff, two central bank heads and
two of so much else.
However, the Tripoli “government” led by Khalifa Ghwell and
by the GNC and the local militias
has no intention of resigning and
making way for Faiez al-Serraj and
his national unity government.
Unless forces are deployed to alter
the situation, the Serraj government will not be able to operate in
the capital. If force is to be used it
would have to be foreign; the Misratan forces the United Nations
was hoping would provide security for the new government are not
strong enough.
But if the Serraj government
cannot get its hands on the levers
of power in the Tripoli-based ministries, it cannot function. That
would mean, among other disasters for the people of Libya — notably an approaching economic collapse — that there would continue
to be a power vacuum in which the
Islamic State from its power base
in Sirte can grow and enrich itself.
Michel Cousins is editor-in-chief
of the Libya Herald.
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Algeria’s transition to uncertainty
Francis Ghiles

Barcelona, Spain

T

he political turmoil that
has engulfed Algeria since
the head of the Intelligence and Security Department (DRS), General
Mohamed Mediene, was dismissed
in September has no precedent in
the recent history of the country.
The bitter fight and unusually
public brawling between powerful
clans as the succession to an everweaker President Abdelaziz Bouteflika draws closer will probably be
the graveyards of many political
reputations in Algeria. The fact that
it is occurring as the price of oil and
gas, Algeria’s exports mainstays,
have collapsed, sharpens what is a
rather strange affair as the succession could turn a once revolutionary country into one where one
family member succeeds another.
Not something Houari Boumediene
would have condoned, but times
change.
Where economic policy is concerned, Prime Minister Abdellatif
Sellal appears to have lost his script.
He did not see the fall in prices coming, did not think through the economic and social consequences and
seems to be letting his ministers cut
budgets right, left and centre with
the result that major investment
projects are in a mess. Confusion is
all the greater as projects are being
postponed without any publicity
so towns and regions wake up one
morning and discover by rumour
or stealth that an investment they
were counting on has simply vanished.

Where economic
policy is concerned,
Prime Minister
Abdellatif Sellal
appears to have lost
his script.
Sellal has certainly lost control of
the government. His minister of industry openly defies him and recent
parliamentary debate on the budget
degenerated into fistfights and insults. The secretary-general of the
former ruling — but still most important party — the National Liberation
Front (FLN) resorted to abusive language towards anybody who dared
oppose his views. Meanwhile, senior DRS officers were arrested in a
sinister ballet that resemble a battle
of shadows. “It is a dangerous job
being an Algerian,” wrote a young
writer a few years ago. It certainly
feels that way today.
The absence of any forwardthinking economic policy is fuelling a crisis of confidence, which is

Algerian opposition MPs invade the hemicycle to prevent the voting of the Finance Bill 2016 at the Algerian People’s National Assembly
(APN) in Algiers, last November.
illustrated by the fast decline of the
dinar on the black market.
Unlike Turkey, Brazil, China or
India, Algeria has utterly failed over
the past 30 years to gain any traction
in international affairs. Its diplomats are smart, well-educated and
the Foreign Ministry does weigh in
on regional affairs but an ever-more
corrupt and rentier economy deprives it of much influence abroad.
Tens of billions of dollars have
been wasted in overpriced, badly built, infrastructure projects.
Funds have been embezzled and
moved abroad or lavished on state
subsidies — estimated at a staggering 29% of gross domestic product
(GDP) — to oil, gas and food. Social
peace has been bought at a huge
cost, not the least of which is the
billions of dollars every year from
smuggled petrol into neighbouring
countries, especially Morocco and
Tunisia.
The average Algerian’s income
may have reached $5,000 in 2011
but it is unevenly distributed. Unemployment of young people is
much more than the official level of
20% while living standards are impossible to ascertain with any degree of precision in a country where
half the non-oil and -gas production
is informal.
Capital flight is rife with Algerian
money contributing to the real estate boom in Alicante, Mallorca,
Paris and Geneva. Algerian leaders
boast the country has no foreign
debt but only someone who is economically illiterate would dare ut-

ter such words. Rabah Arezki, who
heads the commodity unit at the International Monetary Fund’s (IMF)
research department, explained to
a meeting of the National Economic
and Social Council in Algiers last
September that the country’s oil
and gas sectors ran the risk of becoming “obsolete assets” because
of the rise in the use of renewable
energy, the revolution wrought by
US shale oil and Iran’s probable return to the market.
This means trouble for an economy that is little diversified and
where too many private businesses
operate within shadowy mafias and
yield increasing political influence.
Large amounts of informal, not to
say dirty, money are seeping into
an ossified political system whose
members pay little attention to the
needs of genuine entrepreneurs —
and there are many in Algeria, who
crave clear and transparent rules
and a less overbearing bureaucracy.
They would also benefit from a
banking system not akin to Jurassic
Park and a judicial system worthy
of the name. Algeria has, economically speaking, gone back in recent
years. This inevitably spells trouble.
Forty years ago, 30% of GDP
was invested in the industrial sector, give or take a few percentage
points. That figure has fallen to
10% over the past decade. However
misguided some of the industrial
projects initiated under Boumediene were, they spoke of a noble
ambition. For instance, he invested
heavily in education.
However, he must be aghast at
the utter betrayal of his ambition to
make Algeria a modern economy.
The Algerian government has given
up investing in its youth. That part
of society is seeing no help in setting up small companies or making
available financial instruments to
help it achieve such ends or helping
it become computer literate. Human resources just go to waste.

Tens of billions of
dollars have been
wasted in
overpriced, badly
built, infrastructure
projects.
It has chosen to concentrate
large foreign investments in certain regions, not least the west,
from where many of its leaders
hail, and punish the region of Kabylia, due east of Algiers, for having
“rebelled” in 2000 and demanded
that its Berber identity — and that
of millions of Algerians beyond that
region — be respected. It even bans
private Algerian investors from
making large investments there.
A decade ago, the government

sold off most of the country’s commercial fleet to a sulphurous Saudi
businessman, Ghaith Pharaon, and
it did the same with the steel works
at El Hajjar to Indian businessman
Lakshmi Mittal in a deal that were
the country run with a modicum
of seriousness would have been
denounced as a sham. It has outrageously favoured Middle Eastern and Gulf interests that seem to
be interested in short-term gains,
knowing full well that long-term industrial projects backed by Western
and Asian companies are far more
worthwhile.

The absence of any
forward-thinking
economic policy is
fuelling a crisis of
confidence.
In such a climate, Mediene’s attacks against the head of state have
a hollow ring. In the 20 years he ran
the DRS, he hollowed out the ranks
of its most deserving officers. The
same process has been at work in
the army officer corps. Too many of
those who Mediene has supported
have milked the cash cow for their
own benefit.
Attacking the system that he
has done so much to consolidate
over two decades rings hollow.
He could do worse than to explain
the whereabouts of the thousands
who “disappeared” during the civil
war when the security forces were
forced into a dirty war to fight Islamic terrorism.
To denounce an alleged miscarriage of justice is fine but why does
he stop at a particular case, be it
that of a senior officer? Is no other
Algerian who has suffered a miscarriage of justice worthy of his
knowledge of the inner workings of
the system — and help in shedding
light? He could choose to enlighten
his countrymen and international
observers of Algeria on the “private” Gulf and Saudi funds that financed the Islamic Armed Group in
the 1990s. These funds originated
in countries that had no love for a
once revolutionary state which, to
its eternal honour, backed the Palestinian Liberation Organisation
and the African National Congress
in their hour of need.
In the recent past, too many Algerian leaders have chosen to bury
their heads in the sand, refuse to
see the economic forces at work
that are changing the world, buy social peace but deny the next generation of Algerians the tools to earn a
decent living and stand on their two
feet.
There is plenty of sand in Algeria; it is easy to bury your head in
the stuff. However, considering

the turbulent nature of the region,
the speed at which changes are
sweeping away economic certainties, which seemed cast in bronze
and the lack of forward thinking,
it might be worth paying attention
to the only prime minister who, a
quarter of a century ago, dared usher in bold economic reforms.
In a hard-hitting speech to an
audience of veterans of the war of
independence, that prime minister,
Mouloud Hamrouche, warned of
the dire future the country faced.
Lest his detractors forget, he is a
military officer who joined the National Liberation Army when he
was 16.
There are many other officers
who could help put Algeria back
on its feet but they are probably
too old. Many younger officers in
the army and security forces feel
deeply ashamed and despondent
when they watch the pathetic spectacle that passes for politics in Algeria today, but they lack experience
and access to the levers of money
and power. They understand that if
home-grown reforms are not forthcoming, the IMF will ultimately
oblige.
The debate about economic reform is far more open and wellinformed than it was in the 1980s
but the government has chosen to
be deaf. What has changed is that
there are no teams of good economists capable of writing a blueprint
for reform, let alone enacting it.
Plenty of good analyses exist,
however, and there is no shortage of talent in Algeria. One is left
wondering what is left of Algeria’s
famous pride when its leaders seem
to be handing the country, in slow
motion, over to the IMF rather than
use the political and economic talent that exists in the country.
Bouteflika was never the slightest bit interested in economics, unlike his illustrious predecessor, but
leaving the country in a state of economic ruin will hardly earn a place
in the pantheon of Algerian leaders.
Turning into a bateau ivre is not an
option for Africa’s largest country.
Neither its neighbours, nor Europe
nor the United States, desperate to
maintain a modicum of stability on
southern Mediterranean shores,
can relish the sight of a government
losing control of the economic and
financial situation.
The IMF will intervene, as it did
in 1994. Were that to happen, Algerian leaders will, yet again, have
demonstrated their extraordinary
talent for discarding — some would
say spitting out — their most talented sons and daughters.
Francis Ghiles is an associate
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for
International Affairs.
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Lebanon is fragile yet resilient
Dalal Saoud

Beirut

L

ebanon, once the most
turbulent spot in the Arab
world, has surprisingly
remained relatively stable
while war in neighbouring
Syria rages on unabated and grows
ever more complex.
Security and political “cover”
from international and regional
powers, coupled with a level of understanding among rival Lebanese
parties, has prevented Syria’s war
from engulfing Lebanon. That is
expected to continue in 2016, while
leaving Lebanon in the “intensive
care unit” until there is an overall
settlement in the region.
Lebanon has been functioning without a president since May
2014, a government that proved
incapable of running the country’s
affairs, an almost paralysed parliament and deteriorating economic
and social conditions. Hosting
more than 1.5 million Syrian refugees has exhausted its limited resources in the absence of proper
international assistance.

It is perhaps
fortunate then that
nothing is likely to
change in 2016.
It was not easy to deal with the
implications of Hezbollah’s military involvement in Syria to support President Bashar Assad’s
regime and the subsequent terror attacks and suicide bombings
claimed by the Islamic State (ISIS)
and other jihadist groups, such as
the Abdullah Azzam Brigades, a local al-Qaeda affiliate; and Jabhat alNusra, the Syrian wing of al-Qaeda.
But Lebanon showed great resilience.

“Presently and for the past three
or four years, we have been under
a security and political cover by
regional and international states
for their own interests,” said Riad
Tabbarah, a former Lebanese ambassador to the United States. “No
one has an interest in the situation
in Lebanon getting out of control,
neither Iran, nor the US nor Saudi
Arabia or any other effective powers. Their main concern is to have
stability in Lebanon.”
It is perhaps fortunate then that
nothing is likely to change in 2016,
despite progress in bringing Syria’s
rival parties to the negotiating table.
To Yezid Sayigh, a senior associate at the Carnegie Middle East
Centre in Beirut, the balance of
power inside Syria is not poised to
“change dramatically neither for
this or that side/party” and the
Lebanese rival forces, divided over
the Syrian conflict, are to maintain
a minimum level of understanding
to spare their country from reaching “the point of explosion”.
“Truly, I cannot see anything
that would change this equation,”
Sayigh said. “Of course, there is the
socio-economic crisis, the problem
of the weak institutions. All that
is not encouraging and could pave
the way for problems in the future.”
A glimpse of hope to end the
country’s political paralysis came
from Hezbollah Secretary-General Hassan Nasrallah, who called
for “a basket deal” to elect a new
president, form a new government
and reactivate the parliament — all
based on the 1989 Taif accord that
ended the country’s 1975-90 civil
war.
Nasrallah practically dismissed
— or at least shelved — a previous
hint for revising the Taif sectarian
power division in such a way that
the Shias could have a bigger influence. He probably reached the
conclusion that the Syrian crisis

Will it withdraw from Syria? Lebanon’s Hezbollah members in front of a picture of Hassan al-Haj, one
of Hezbollah’s top commanders who was killed fighting alongside Syrian army forces, last October.
would take longer to solve and thus
the importance of consolidating
Lebanon’s internal dynamic had
increased.
Saad Hariri, a former prime minister and leader of the Sunni Future
Movement, was quick to respond to
Nasrallah’s call by surprisingly proposing to elect Suleiman Frangieh
— a close Hezbollah ally — as president but the effort hit a snag.
“If the international community, which often intervenes when
stability in Lebanon is seriously
threatened, pursues its efforts, I
can expect the election of a president during the first quarter of next
year,” Tabbarah said. “All want Lebanon to be on low fire while waiting
for a comprehensive settlement in
the region.”
Attention, however, remains fo-

cused on Hezbollah and whether it
will start withdrawing its fighters
from Syria.
“I can’t see that Hezbollah’s plan
is [to achieve] a complete victory in
Syria but rather to maintain its position in Lebanon and its relation
with Iran,” Sayigh said. “It has been
clear for a long time that the party
is trying to limit its intervention [in
Syria]. It wishes if there is a way out
but this is not in its hands only. It
depends on Assad and if he is ready
for serious negotiations [to end the
war]. It is clear he is not.”
Hezbollah is trying to “preserve
the military balance” in the Syria
war and thus “cannot withdraw
and leave things as they are”, added Sayigh.
Being busy with the Syria war,
Hezbollah has no interest in “open-

ing a new front” with Israel.
“Hezbollah was in fact playing
the role of strategic deterrence for
Iran in Lebanon,” explained Sayigh. “After the [US-Iran] nuclear
deal, this is no more a priority.”
With a strong currency and banking system as well as some $8 billion in remittances every year,
Lebanon’s economy is not likely to
collapse despite its numerous deficiencies, according to Tabbarah.
If things take a turn for the
worst, Lebanon can always count
on the world’s help to come to its
rescue.

is based on mutual interests for rival political actors. Hezbollah has
manipulated the system to cause
the government to fall through
withdrawing its members and allies from the cabinet. This system is
therefore the broader cause of stagnation but the ruling classes cling
to it because they all benefit from it.
The popular pro-reform protest
movement that took place in Lebanon in 2015 saw modest attempts
at challenging the system but, although the movement did achieve
small gains on the societal front —
this was the first time that Lebanon
witnessed a genuine grass-roots
reform movement cutting across

sectarian and class divisions — it
has not been able to challenge the
political status quo. Lebanon thus
enters 2016 with its dysfunctional
political system intact.
Although Hezbollah did not play
a hands-on role in crushing the
protest movement, it still wanted
it to fail. Hezbollah gave its indirect
blessing to the use of thugs by its
ally the Amal Movement to intimidate protesters. In being against
the movement, Hezbollah’s position was ultimately aligned with
that of many of its political opponents from the March 14 camp,
who also regarded the movement
as a nuisance because it threatened
to disturb the status quo.
But the status quo also leaves
the door wide open for Hezbollah
to exert indirect control over the
country. State institutions have become ceremonial as Lebanese citizens have learnt to generate their
own electricity, buy household
water from private suppliers
and even take the rule of the
law into their own hands.
This serves Hezbollah’s
interests because
weak state in-

stitutions provide justification for
its own state-within-a-state.
However, despite Hezbollah’s
might, it has not been able to stave
off the threat of terrorism, as witnessed by the Islamic State (ISIS)
attack in Beirut in November. Ultimately, it is strong state armies and
institutionalised and coordinated
security apparatuses that can stand
up to terrorism on a national scale.
As long as the mutual interestsbased status quo continues in Lebanon, the country will remain vulnerable, not only to terrorism, but
to Hezbollah’s political control and
manipulation.

Continuous limbo for Lebanon in 2016
Lina Khatib

Beirut

L

ebanon is going through
one of the most stagnant
phases of its political history. The dynamics that
dominated the political
and security situation in the country in 2015 are expected to continue
in the new year. Those can be summarised as a sterile political life
that is leading to a precarious security environment.
Stagnation is partly the result of
the political vacuum in Lebanon
due to the indefinite freezing of
parliamentary and presidential
elections. The main reason

Downtown Beirut, Lebanon.

behind the absence of elections
is Hezbollah’s intervention in the
Syrian conflict in aid of the Bashar
Assad regime. It is more in Hezbollah’s interest for there to be a vacuum rather than a government or a
president who might question its
actions. As such, the fate of the political process in Lebanon is tightly
linked to what happens in Syria.
Even though the Syrian crisis is
beginning to give glimpses of hope,
from the Vienna talks to the Riyadh
conference, it will certainly take
more than a year for those developments to produce concrete outcomes. This leaves Lebanon in a
state of waiting in the year to come.
With its political rivals too weak to
challenge it, Hezbollah will remain
at the steering wheel in 2016. Even
if a president is elected in Lebanon soon, he can only be someone
aligned with Hezbollah.
Hezbollah’s prominence is not
just due to its intimidation of rivals
(the possession of weapons is a pillar of its political power) but also to
the enabling environment that is
Lebanon’s political system, which

Dalal Saoud is the deputy
editor-in-chief of The Arab Weekly
and has been covering the Arab
region since 1990. She is based in
Beirut.

Lina Khatib is a senior research
associate with the Arab Reform
Initiative and the former director
of the Carnegie Middle East Centre
in Beirut.
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The coming year will be critical in Iran
Gareth Smyth

Beirut

F

or Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, 2016 will be a strange
but pivotal year. February
will see the election of the
88 clerics who, as members of Majles-e Khobregan-e Rahbari, or the Assembly of Experts,
may during their eight-year term
pick Khamenei’s successor as supreme leader, as well as the Iranian
parliament.
Inevitably this brings talk of
Khamenei’s demise — he is hale and
hearty but is 76 and has undergone
prostate surgery — and of who will
succeed him. Even so, Khamenei’s
decisions will remain crucial for
state policy, including the succession itself.
In speaking openly about what
comes after Khamenei, wily former
president Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani recently raised a lid on discreet
discussions. Rafsanjani told the Iranian Labour News Agency that the
Khobregan was “examining the options” and had appointed a group
to “list the qualified people”.

Khamenei might
influence Iranian
politics not just in
2016, but for
decades.
Rafsanjani well knows from his
role in framing the relevant 1989
constitutional amendment how
vague the qualifications for Iran’s
most important position are.
Passed after Khamenei, a cleric of
relatively modest standing, became
leader, the 1989 change scrapped
the notion of the revolutionary
leader, such as Ayatollah Ruhollah
Khomeini, as a pre-eminent cleric
and instead stressed mere fitness
to issue religious rulings as well as

“political and social perspicacity,
prudence, courage, administrative
facilities, and adequate capability
for leadership”.
Fair enough. While 2016 is
unlikely to find a decision as to
who best shows those qualities and
should replace Khamenei, February’s election will give some sense
of opinion — or, put differently, the
balance of power — in the Assembly of Experts.
Meanwhile, February’s election for parliament will shape how
much support Iranian President
Hassan Rohani will receive over
foreign and domestic issues before
Rohani himself is up for re-election
in 2017.
The government’s economic
strategy hinges both on exporting
more oil and on reforming public
finances. The latter depends partly
on reducing subsidies of everyday
items such as fuel as well as the
cash handouts to citizens introduced by the previous president,
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, to cushion a withdrawal of subsidies that
has been only partly achieved.
“Cash presents of 45,500 tomans
($12) [to nearly all 80 million Iranians] cost 3,400 billion tomans
every month, or over $1.1 billion,” a
leading Iranian business journalist
told The Arab Weekly. “But I doubt
Rohani will cut them any time
soon, given recession and continuing inflation.”
Hopes of escaping recession —
Rohani spoke in October of possible
economic contraction in the fiscal
year ending March 2016, after 3%
growth in 2014-15 — depend on the
lifting early in 2016 of stringent US
and EU sanctions that have, since
2012, halved oil exports to 1.2 million barrels per day (bpd).
But revenue from higher volumes will be limited by a weak
global market: analysts expect Iran
can raise exports by 500,000 bpd
— a figure endorsed by Oil Minister
Bijan Namdar Zanganeh — but the

Hassan Khomeini (C, in chair), a grandson of Iran’s Ayatollah Khomeini, registers, last December, for
February’s election of the Assembly of Experts.
price per barrel is heading down towards $30, far from the $120-plus of
2012.
With regional policy, it is hard to
see 2016 bringing greater flexibility.
Remarks from Ali Akbar Velayati, a
senior Khamenei adviser, recently
in Syria, about President Bashar
Assad being received as “a hero”
in Tehran were not, as some Syrian
opposition outlets suggested, envisaging exile. Rather Velayati was
thinking of a state visit, given Assad
is “the Islamic Republic of Iran’s red
line because he was elected president by the Syrian people”.
Velayati’s visit shows again that
Khamenei’s office is in closer control of Syria policy than the Foreign
Ministry. At some point the sacrifice of more Iranians — an estimate
in June from a website apparently
linked to the Islamic Revolutionary
Guards Corps put deaths at 400 —

may be judged more painful than
shifting the red line but Khamenei
will not make this call early in 2016.
Far more urgent will be deciding
whether to overrule the watchdog
Guardian Council if, as expected,
it bars many would-be candidates
from the elections in February.
There are precedents both ways:
in 2005 Khamenei instructed the
council to reverse its exclusion of
two leading reformists from the
presidential poll. But more often
Khamenei has stood back, as when
the council blocked Rafsanjani
from the 2013 presidential election
on grounds of age.
Surely Khamenei will do nothing if the council excludes supporters of the “green movement”
from the parliamentary election.
And in the 2006 Khobregan election, he watched the council bar
most followers of the fundamental-

ist Mohammad Taqi Mesbah-Yazdi,
though not the cleric himself.
But what does Khamenei do,
say, if the council excludes Hassan
Khomeini, the 43-year-old grandson of the 1979 revolution’s leader
who is respected by many, including former president Mohammad
Khatami? Is it dangerous to have
Khomeini, or indeed Rohani, rally
support in Khobregan for a “moderate” as the next leader?
In this decision alone, Khamenei
might influence Iranian politics not
just in 2016, but for decades. Far
more than most leaders. Khamenei’s role in his own succession will
help determine his legacy.
Gareth Smyth has covered
Middle Eastern affairs for 20 years
and was chief correspondent
for the Financial Times in Iran
from 2003-07.

Bumpy road ahead for Turkey in 2016
Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

A

fter a turbulent year
that featured two elections, the renewal of the
Kurdish conflict and a
growing fallout from the
war in neighbouring Syria, Turkey
could be set for another bumpy ride
in 2016.
On the face of it, the turn of the
year should herald calmer times
for the country. The government of
Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu
has a solid majority in parliament
and no elections to worry about until 2019.
In the next 12 months, Ankara
will be determined to start work on
a comprehensive reform package
and will be expecting an increased
intensity in European accession
talks as well as closer cooperation
with Europe in the Syrian crisis.
At the same time, there is growing
optimism that efforts to solve the
long-running Cyprus conflict, a major stumbling block in Turkey’s EU
bid, could bear fruit in 2016.

The Syrian conflict
continues to send
shock waves over
the border.
Davutoglu told foreign reporters
in Istanbul in December the government’s aim was to transform the
economy with structural reforms
and to “institutionalise democracy” with the help of a new constitution. “There are still many things to
be done,” he said.
But issues such as Turkey’s record on press freedom could be-

come points of friction between
Ankara and Brussels. The detention
of prominent journalists sparked
criticism both at home and abroad,
while the government says there is
no need to change course.
“The state of freedom of the media and of expression has already
hit bottom, with fears that this pace
of deterioration will make things
even worse in the future,” columnist Serkan Demirtas wrote in the
Hurriyet Daily News.
The state of media freedom could
lead to a new controversy with the
European Union at a time when
Brussels is preparing to open accession talks with Turkey on fundamental rights and on the independence of the judiciary by the end of
March. Turkey has to comply with
EU norms in these fields and others if it wants to advance its push to
join the bloc.
Political analyst Semih Idiz said
the European Union was expecting
Turkey to take care of the refugee
problem, while Turkey was trying
to get much more out of the renewed contacts with Brussels, despite the refusal by some EU countries to contemplate the idea of
letting Turkey join. “This is where
problems will emerge,” Idiz said.
Other issues likely leave their
mark on 2016 as well. A year ago,
Turkey seemed to be well on its way
to solving the Kurdish conflict, with
talks between Ankara and jailed
Kurdish rebel leader Abdullah Ocalan producing a path for peace.
However, an upsurge of violence
during the summer dashed hopes
for a peaceful resolution and clashes have continued in Kurdish cities
and towns ever since.
Behlul Ozkan, a political scientist
at Istanbul’s Marmara University
said he expects the renewed fight-

Violence in the air. A masked and armed Kurdish protester, in
Istanbul, last December.
ing to be among the major issues
on Turkey’s agenda. The Kurdish
issue was going to be “crucial”, Ozkan wrote via email in response to
questions from The Arab Weekly.
“Some cities and neighbourhoods
in the south-east of Turkey resemble Syria.”
In another political hotspot,
Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan is trying to use the big majority of the ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP) in parliament
to push through a switch from the
current parliamentary system to a
presidential model that would cre-

ate greater powers for him as head
of state. The AKP lost its parliamentary majority in elections in June
but rebounded in fresh elections in
November, scheduled after parties
failed to form a coalition after the
June vote.
Now Erdogan wants to tackle the
system change in a yet unscheduled
referendum on a new constitution
to replace the current one, drawn
up under military rule in 1982. “I
believe the nation will say yes to
such a new constitution with an
overwhelming majority,” Erdogan
said in early December.

But Erdogan and other Turkish
leaders are unlikely to have time to
concentrate solely on government
reform issues in the new year. Slower economic growth, expected to be
3.3-4% in 2016, could be too weak
to curb unemployment and could
make it difficult for the government
to raise the minimum wage by 30%
to $446 a month, a key AKP election
promise.
The Syrian conflict continues
to send shock waves over the border. Supporters of the Islamic State
(ISIS), which controls parts of Syria
and Iraq, killed more than 130 people in suicide attacks in Turkish cities in 2015.
At the same time, Turkish relations with Russia plunged into crisis
after Turkish fighter jets shot down
a Russian warplane on the Syrian
border on November 24th, triggering Russian sanctions against the
Turkish economy. Moscow accused
Turkey of benefiting from illegal oil
exports by ISIS, while Ankara said
Russia’s military involvement on
the side of Syria’s President Bashar
Assad is making the Syrian conflict
worse. Davutoglu said that “Russia is trying ethnic cleansing” in an
area north of the Syrian port of Latakia, an Assad power base.
The Syrian conflict could also
raise tensions in Turkey further as
the country has to cope with 2.2
million refugees and is facing calls
by the European Union to stop illegal migration of Syrians to Europe.
In a deal thrashed out between
Ankara and Brussels in November,
Turkey will be expected to take
refugees back from Europe in 2016,
potentially increasing their numbers in Turkey even more.
Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly
contributor in Istanbul.
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The long shadow
of the Middle East
in US elections
Gregory Aftandilian

Washington

A

lthough the famous
mantra from the 1992
Bill Clinton presidential
campaign — “It’s the
economy, stupid!” — has
become a staple of US presidential
campaign politics, occasionally foreign policy issues have risen to the
forefront. The 2016 elections are
likely to be one of those times.
Some of this focus is because of
developments in the Middle East —
the fight against the Islamic State
(ISIS), the Syrian refugee crisis,
the Iran nuclear deal and sporadic
violence in the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict. But some of this attention is because of the outrageous
comments by a leading Republican presidential candidate, Donald
Trump, who has played on American public fears of Middle East-inspired terrorism at home.

Another terrorist
attack in the United
States would likely
bolster Trump’s
support.
Trump’s demagoguery, such as
his comments that all Muslims
should be barred from entering the
United States, that American Muslims should have special identification cards noting their religion and
that many mosques in the United
States should be shut down, consumed the news spotlight in late
2015 and will likely carry on into
2016.
His Republican presidential rivals have been forced to react to
him. Although most denounced

his comment that Muslims should
be barred from entering the United States, they equivocated on his
earlier anti-Muslim diatribes. And
his current leading rival, US Senator Ted Cruz, R-Texas, when asked
about Trump’s comments on denying entry to Muslims, only said
those “are not my views”.
Because nearly half of Republican
primary voters support Trump’s
anti-Muslim views, according to
recent polls, his Republican rivals
are trying to be careful not to alienate his angry base. These rivals are
all hoping Trump will fade but as
the American author Mark Twain
once quipped: “News of my death
is greatly exaggerated.” Another
terrorist attack in the United States
would likely bolster Trump’s support.
Trump is likely to capture a substantial number of Republican
Party delegates leading up to the
party’s nominating convention
next summer and he will do so by
making more outrageous comments. Republican officials are talking about a “brokered” convention,
in which they hope to stop Trump
from winning by coalescing around
another candidate. Because a majority of Americans do not agree
with Trump, Republican Party officials fear a Trump candidacy will
make it easier for leading Democratic candidate Hillary Clinton to
win the presidency.
Clinton has denounced Trump’s
anti-Muslim views as being against
American values but she has also
taken a hawkish stance on the Islamic State (ISIS) by supporting a
no-fly zone in Syria. Clinton seems
to believe that the foreign policy
debate in 2016 will focus on how to
defeat ISIS and she has staked out
a more aggressive position than
President Barack Obama, whose

Playing it safe. Democratic presidential candidates Senator Bernie Sanders (L) and Hillary Clinton
take part in a presidential debate in Las Vegas, last October.
approval ratings have fallen on this
issue.
Although most Republican presidential candidates will continue
to attack Clinton for serving in a
“weak” Obama administration, she
is hoping that her position on Syria
will protect her right flank in a general election.

Unqualified support
for Israel is a thing of
the past, as many
Democrats are
openly critical of
Netanyahu’s
policies.
Her two Democratic rivals are trying to paint her as irresponsible for
advocating a more robust US military intervention in Syria but she

has only been gaining in the polls.
This may be in part because ISIS’s
attacks in Paris and the apparently
ISIS-inspired attack in California
have shifted the public’s position:
Half of all Americans now support
sending US combat troops to help
defeat ISIS.
So far, only former presidential
candidate Senator Lindsay Graham,
R-South Carolina, has consistently
called for 10,000 US ground troops
to fight ISIS. All of the other Republican candidates say that Obama
should do more but have been
vague on offering alternatives. It is
possible that before the campaign
is over, other Republican candidates will join Graham in calling for
ground troops.
On Iran, the Republican candidates will continue to criticise both
Obama and Clinton on the nuclear
deal (Obama for negotiating it and

Clinton for supporting it) but it is
doubtful that this issue will surpass
the Muslim/refugee and ISIS issues
as a top priority for the American
public. While most Americans remain distrustful of Iran, most also
do not want to go to war with it. If
Iran fulfils its promises on the nuclear deal, the issue will likely fade.
As for the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, Republican candidates will
continue to pander to the Christian
fundamentalist wing of the party
and Jewish Republicans by staking out a position in favour of Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu’s hawkish positions. But
unqualified support for Israel is a
thing of the past, as many Democrats are openly critical of Netanyahu’s policies. Clinton will play it
safe by being wholeheartedly supportive of Israel but not necessarily
of Netanyahu.

Obama: Iran’s opportunity of a lifetime

View poi nt

Khairallah
Khairallah

U

S President Barack
Obama has just 13
months left in the
White House. In
January 2017, the
United States will
have a new president. If the
situation within the Republican
Party doesn’t change, Hillary
Clinton will likely win the
election and become the country’s first woman to be president.
But whoever replaces Obama,
that person will have a hard time
replicating his incoherent foreign
policy towards the Middle East,
which has been characterised
by distancing Washington from
the region on one hand, while, at
the same time, deferring to Iran.
Tehran worked to exploit Obama’s
policy from his first day in office
and the Iranians will continue to
seek to exploit it until he leaves.
This is a unique opportunity for
Iran, particularly in terms of its
ambitions in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon
and even Yemen.
So how can we explain Obama’s
curious hands-off foreign policy
towards the Middle East?
Several factors can explain his
failure to take decisive action to
deal with the unprecedented crises

The Obama
administration has played
the role of the spectator in
2015.

that have beset the Middle East,
including Iraq and Syria facing the
threat of disintegration.
The Obama administration’s
biggest concern over the past
seven years has been reaching a
nuclear deal with Iran. Obama was
ultimately able to reach this deal,
which without a doubt represents
a success for Washington.
However, despite reaching this
deal, Tehran has not taken a single
step to soften its intransigent
regional stances. On the contrary,
Iran’s policies have only become
more aggressive, particularly in
Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Yemen and
Bahrain. Tehran has not taken a
single step or initiative to reassure
its Arab neighbours.
Tehran’s latest achievement,
which took place while the Obama
administration stood idly by, was
the transformation of Iraqi Prime
Minister Haider al-Abadi into a
new Nuri al-Maliki. Nothing has
changed in Iraq. Abadi has become
the second Maliki, acquiescing
to Iranian pressure after Tehran
offered to take the issue of Turkish
soldiers in Iraq to the UN Security
Council.
He seems to have forgotten that
Qassem Soleimani, commander
of the Iranian Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps’ Quds Force, has
been operating freely in the country. Why are Iranian occupiers acceptable but Turkish ones not? Or
is the sectarian dimension superior
to everything else in Iraq?
How can the United States, after
all the sacrifices it made in Iraq and
for the Iraqis, accept this? How can
the Americans bear false witness to
the crimes that are being commit-

US President Barack Obama listens during
his meeting with Iraqi Prime Minister Haider
al-Abadi during the Group of Seven (G7)
Summit in the Bavarian town of Kruen,
Germany, last June.
ted against the Arab Sunnis in a
country that was supposed to be a
model of democracy for the region,
according to the former Bush administration?
The Obama administration has
played the role of the spectator
in 2015. It has passively observed
the destruction and disintegration
of Iraq, which has contributed to

How can the
US, after all
the sacrifices
it made in
Iraq and for
the Iraqis,
accept this?

the fragmentation of neighbouring Syria. The United States is
complicit with Russia and Iran in
this regional crisis. Washington
has shown no inclination whatsoever to object to Iran’s activities in
Syria, which is based on sectarian
policies, no more, no less.
While Washington also showed
little real objection to the Russian
military intervention in the country, which ultimately is Moscow assisting Assad in his war on his own
people. The only real objection
came from Turkey, which downed
a Russian fighter jet that allegedly
encroached on its airspace.
America’s foreign policy choices
are bizarre, even if some analysts
are trying to justify the actions of
the world’s only superpower. There
are claims that other regions of the
world are of concern to Washington, particularly the United States’
declining need for Middle East oil.
Iraq’s oil is no longer the big draw
it used to be.
The bottom line is that Middle
East states must coexist, at least
temporarily, with this US administration and its inability to deal with
Iran and Russia’s actions in the
region. Throughout what remains
of the Obama era, the US administration will remain a passive
observer, albeit with the president
coming out now and then to issue
a flowery statement that changes
nothing.
Khairallah Khairallah is a
Lebanese writer. The commentary
was translated and adapted
from the Arabic. It was originally
published in the London-based Al
Arab newspaper.
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Supply surplus, weak
demand mark oil landscape
Walid Khadduri

Beirut

T

he price of a barrel of
Brent crude oil ended
2015 at around $40, lower
for a second consecutive
year and down further
still from the June 2014 level of
$100 per barrel.
Year-end commercial stocks are
around 3 million barrels, providing
inventories of around 300 million
barrels higher than the past fiveyear average. In terms of days of
forward cover, the Organisation for
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) commercial stocks
stood at around 63 days, approximately 45 days above the five-year
average.
Global onshore storage capacity
is almost full. Oil firms are stocking inventories in tankers. Market
fundamentals are weak, with few
prospects for improvement in the
short term.
The oil industry is approaching
2016 with surplus supply, a weak
demand growth of about 1.25 million barrels per day, raising world
oil production in 2016 to 94.14
million barrels per day (bpd), compared to 92.66 million bpd in 2015.
Talks between the Organisation
of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) and the large nonOPEC producing countries, the
United States and Russia, are deadlocked. OPEC members, particularly Saudi Arabia, along with the
United Arab Emirates and Kuwait,
refuse to cut production, asking
that non-OPEC producers share the
responsibility of stabilising markets
by decreasing global oil supply. The
gap remains wide, with no signs of
a solution.
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)
members, with a cost of production
in the range of $10-$15 per barrel
compared to an average cost of production of around $30 per barrel for
countries with non-conventional
oil (shale oil, tight oil, deep sea and
ocean oil), argue that they are not
ready to continue to forfeit additional market share with their low-

cost oil. OPEC share of the market
has decreased from two-thirds to
one-third of the global supply.
OPEC is not a homogenous organisation. It embraces three
groups with different interests.
There are the countries with large
oil reserves: Saudi Arabia, Iraq, the
UAE, Kuwait, Venezuela and Iran.
Their national interest, as holders
of giant oil reserves, is to prolong
the “oil era” as long as possible
through a “reasonable” oil price
that will sustain the dominance
of oil in the global energy market.
There are the low-reserve countries
whose priority is high prices: Algeria, Libya, Nigeria, Indonesia and
Ecuador. There are countries with
large gas reserves: Iran, Qatar and
Algeria.

Market
fundamentals are
weak, with few
prospects for
improvement in the
short term.
Decision-making in the OPEC
Council of Ministers is influenced
by a number of interests, transcending those of a single group.
Politics plays a large role in the
decision-making process. For example, the large-reserve countries
have often been at odds with each
other. There is the Saudi-Iranian
conflict. In 1990, Iraq occupied
Kuwait, destroying some of its upstream facilities.
The prevalence of a low-price
scenario affects both parts of the
Arab region’s oil industry. According to the Arab Petroleum Investments
Corporation
(Apicorp):
“Middle East crude will keep its
Asian stronghold in the long term,
GCC countries will look to expand
on their existing downstream portfolio in Asia, while Iran, Iraq and
the UAE rely on attractive upstream
concessions involving Asian partners. But global competition remains stiff. Producers continue to
channel their exports to the East,
and the Middle East will need to
adopt more creative strategies to
secure its market share.”

Middle East oil firms are concluding multipurpose deals with Asian
partners. Arab firms, in partnership
with Asian oil companies, are investing billions of dollars in emerging Asian markets. Crude oil will be
supplied to Asian refineries by the
investing country, securing market
share in the emerging markets. The
Asian firms will have an opportunity to invest in the Arab upstream
sector.
Kuwait, for example, will supply Vietnamese consumers in 2017
with petroleum products processed
in the Nghi Son refinery and petrochemical complex that processes
200,000 bpd of Kuwaiti crude
oil. The refinery is small by global
standards but reflects a rising trend
of GCC petroleum investments in
Asian countries. The plant is a joint
venture between Idemitsu Kosan,
one of Japan’s largest independent
refinery firms, and state-owned
Kuwait Petroleum International.
The refinery deal serves Vietnamese consumers. It will also open
the opportunity for Asian oil companies to join Kuwait’s upstream
sector.
The Middle East has been the major supplier of crude oil to the Asian
market due to joint venture downstream projects between Asian and
Arab countries. Middle East crude
oil exports to Asia from 2010-14
grew from 13.2 million bpd to 13.9
million bpd.
Middle Eastern countries have
practiced aggressive and attractive
pricing schemes to defend their
Asian market share. Cash-squeezed
Indian refineries, for example,
were given up to three months’
grace period, equivalent to $0.50$0.75 discount per barrel, according
to Apicorp.
Sales to Europe decreased from
2.4 million bpd to 2.1 million bpd
during 2010-14, in the face of lower
European demand growth and rising competition from Russia and
West Africa. While the majority of
Middle East crude oil is exported to
Asia, there is more crude heading
lately to European markets. Saudi
Arabia sent its first cargoes to Poland recently, replacing Russian
crude. More shipments are expect-

Weak fundamentals. Flames burning off excess gas are seen at
Nasiriya oilfield in Nasiriya province, south-east of Baghdad.
ed in the coming period, as competition over market share with Russia becomes more aggressive.
The oil scene in the United States
has witnessed fundamental changes in recent years. US refineries
still import heavy crude oil from
Middle Eastern countries, mainly
from Saudi Arabia. The imports
have been volatile. Saudi crude oil
exports to the United States declined to 1 million bpd in August
2015, compared to 1.6 million bpd
in April 2014.
Canada is the largest oil exporter
to the United States, reaching a
record 3.4 million bpd in August
2015. Canadian exports include oil
extracted from tar sand and conventional oil.
Overall, US oil imports have declined substantially, as shale oil
production reached around 4.2 million bpd prior to the oil price crash
in June 2014. Low prices have led to
a decline of investment in shale oil,
as well as a decline in production to
around 3.5 million bpd.
The Paris climate agreement constitutes a long-term challenge to
the Arab petroleum industry. The
deal will attempt to reduce emissions to a level that will cap the
global average temperature to a

rise “well below” 2 degrees Celsius
compared to pre-industrial levels.
Some of the language in the
agreement is legally binding within
the UN framework.
So, too, is the $100 billion fund
from developed countries to assist
emerging and developing countries
decarbonise their energy basket,
meaning, in effect, moving away
from burning fossil fuels to clean
energy sources, such as renewables
and nuclear. The emission target is
not legally binding and will be determined by the signatories themselves.
The effect on the Arab petroleum
industry is clear. Use of fossil fuels,
both oil and gas, will be minimised
over the long term, if all nations implement the agreement.
Does the Paris agreement mean
the end of the hydrocarbon industry? Not really. What it means,
is that more investments will be
made in renewable energy than
what is already taking place, and
less investment in the hydrocarbon
industry. There will be a transitory
energy period during the next few
decades.

travellers.
“I wish that the regional countries would increase their marketing and promotions and invite a lot
of journalists,” notes Asfour. “The
only way to combat misperception
from the media is by taking the media to these destinations. We take
many journalists and influencers
from North America and all over
the world every year to Jordan so
that the journalists and influencers
can experience what the country
has to offer.”
Informing prospective travellers
as to what a country is doing to help
ensure safety and security is also a
strategy that is most important in
gaining consumer trust. Citing the
succession of isolated terrorist attacks on Egyptian soil the last five
years, Jim Berkeley, chief executive
officer of Destinations & Adventures International, whose company focused on Egypt for many years
noted that: “This last incident, the
downing of the Russian plane, actually has been the proverbial “nail
in the coffin” for Egyptian tourism, since a number of European
nations ceased flights into Sharm
el-Sheikh (not Cairo) but the blow
back has affected people considering travel to Cairo as well.
“What Egypt needs to do at this
point, rather than continue denying the obvious to protect the image of its security services, is to
admit that the plane was brought
down by a bomb and that in fact it
was planted by an infiltrator work-

ing at Sharm el-Sheikh Airport. This
will show that they are truly putting security in a position of priority,” Berkeley said.
The risks of MENA countries not
aggressively tackling the rebuilding
of their tourism industries, when
their countries are so dependent on
tourism for providing employment
and revenues, has hidden dangers
that go beyond the economic damage.
Without showing the public that
they are doing everything possible to provide the highest security
and placing “hospitality” to foreign
tourists as a major goal, they run
the risk of having the Western traveller misinterpret this lack of action as the country no longer being
tourist-oriented. With this further
demise, the socio-economic ramifications of perpetual loss of jobs
and incomes can lead to more revolutions and increasing instability in
the region.
“Not being vigorous in tourism
marketing and failing to highlight
security as a priority will be the kiss
of death to a country’s tourism industry. And that,” notes the North
American tour operator, “is where
the dangers of the alienated gravitating to alternative such as ISIS
will only become worse.”

Walid Khadduri is an Iraqi writer
on energy affairs based in Beirut.

The quandary of tourism in MENA
Jerry Sorkin

Tunis

W

ith the approach of
the New Year, wishes of good things
ahead are the tradition. However, to
those Middle East and North African countries involved in tourism
and the companies and individuals who are dependent on tourism,
“wishes” might not be enough.
There is general agreement that
tourism is suffering in Tunisia,
Egypt, Jordan and Turkey, despite
the fact that these are not countries
experiencing ongoing conflicts,
such as in their neighbours in Syria,
Libya and Iraq.
Yet, tourism professionals attribute the region’s tourism decline
to the perceived notion by many
in the West that the entire region
is unsafe. “Media (are) much to
blame for not making distinctions
between the conflicts in certain
countries and the occasional terrorist attack from the general normalcy,” notes Malia Asfour, director of the Jordan Tourism Board for
North America. “The sensationalism in the media doesn’t help at all.
Unfortunately, the fear factor plays
a big role.”
The media and a lack of a counter
narrative following various terrorist attacks, regardless of where they
have occurred, increases consumer
fear. “Islamophobia has increased,”

Tourists sunbathe in the Egyptian resort of Sharm el-Sheikh, last
November.
notes Earl Starkey, a long-time
Turkey specialist and the owner of
Sophisticated Travel, an agency in
Turkey. “Islamophobia is the challenge for all of us who sell Muslim
countries.”
Manal Kelig, an Egyptologist and
director of Great Wonders of Egypt
agrees, saying: “We see closed
minds try to rule the homelands
of the source markets that feed the
MENA region tourism industry.”
“What is the way back to the once
healthy level of tourism?” she asks.
“This is the question that tourism
stakeholders must work vigorously
and creatively to address.”
In the countries noted above,
specialists indicated tourism-related revenue drops of 50-80%. These
types of figures differ from those
reported by government statistics

“but hotel occupancy rates hovering around 20% tell the true story”,
notes a North American tour operator who has long been active in Tunisia’s tourism.
Statistics have been known to
skew the real picture. “Taking into
account the number of Libyans and
Algerians who regularly cross into
Tunisia can show a less dire situation,” he adds. “But this only plays
into the lethargy of trying to combat the downward spiral through
creative marketing.”
“When there is no communication strategy, or counter narrative
to the media reports, which too
often take place only when negative incidents take place” the normalcy that is the everyday reality in
Egypt, Turkey, Jordan and Tunisia
remains unknown to prospective

Jerry Sorkin is founder and
president of Iconic Journeys
Worldwide and of TunisUSA. He is
a frequent contributor to The Arab
Weekly.
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Glimmers of hope for Arab women
Samar Kadi

Beirut

S

ignificant gaps between
women and men in much
of the Arab world remain
in many fields, including
education, access to health
and economic and political empowerment — conditions that are highly
influenced by deep-rooted and diverse patriarchal attitudes and gender stereotypes.
At the same time, new ground
was broken in Saudi Arabia, which
welcomed its first female members
in municipal councils in landmark
elections that saw women voting
for the first time in the Muslim conservative kingdom.

According to the
report, poverty
remains a major
factor affecting
access to education.
However, a 2015 UN report underlining interlinks between gender equality and sustainable development, observed that progress in
the Arab region has been curtailed
by discrimination against women.
It said growth in the Arab region
has not benefited women overall
and in some countries women have
been affected by conflict, occupation and the implications of rampant religious fundamentalism.
“In some places the progress is
slow, while in others the progress
is very good,” noted Mehrinaz Elawady, director of the Centre for
Women at the UN Economic and
Social Commission for West Asia
(ESCWA).
“We have lately seen progress
in areas where it did not happen
before, such as changes in consti-

tutions and amendments in laws
related to violence against women
that were not there ten years ago.”
In addition to the landmark Saudi
women’s vote, women’s participation in political life saw a leap in
Egypt with 20% membership in the
new parliament.
“This never happened in contemporary Egypt. In three other
contexts, including Algeria and Sudan, women’s participation in parliament has passed global average,”
Elawady said.
Still women’s share in senior
management positions, such as legislators, senior officials and managers, remains at around 10% in most
Arab countries, compared to 25%
globally, according to the UN report on women’s rights and gender
equality.
For Lina Abirafeh, director of
the Institute for Women’s Studies
in the Arab World at the Lebanese
American University, enacting antidiscriminatory laws is not enough.
“It is wonderful to have very nice
legislation in place but, for it to
be meaningful, it should be transferred and interpreted and have
an impact,” Abirafeh said. “It will
take generations for them (laws) to
translate in the local community, in
view of socio-cultural obstacles.”
Lack of awareness about rights,
the refugee crises and increasing
poverty have taken their biggest
toll on women and girls. “Women
in the region are already vulnerable but the multiple conflicts and
violence has rendered them even
more vulnerable. In emergency
situations, women and girls suffer
most,” Abirafeh said.
According to the report, poverty
remains a major factor affecting access to education for women in the
least developed countries, while
conflicts and crises in contexts,
such as Iraq, Libya, the Palestinian
territories, Syria and Yemen, have

Women march to commemorate International Women’s Day in Tunis, last March.
a significant effect on education in
general.
While the region has been “doing
well” in terms of education, disparities remain at the tertiary education level, according to the ESCWA
report.
Countries with limited national
wealth have significantly more men
in tertiary education than women,
unlike wealthier countries of the
region, including Gulf Cooperation
Council (GCC) nations. There women’s enrollment in tertiary education, according to the Gender Parity
Index, which presents its data as a
ratio of girls to boys, is 1.58, compared to 1.22 in Arab Maghreb countries and 0.43 in least developed
Arab countries, the report said.
However, higher access to education does not necessarily reflect
more women’s employment.
Participation of women in the labour market in the Arab region was
the lowest in the world in 2011 at
27%, according to the report. It indicated that women hold less than

20% of paid jobs outside the agricultural sector, compared to double that rate in the global markets.
Those who find paid employment
are, on average, paid less than men
for the same work. Women’s wages in manufacturing as a share of
men’s wages in Egypt, Jordan, the
Palestinian territories and Syria are
66%, 68%, 50% and 79%, respectively.
“Progress in women’s education was not translated into more
engagement in the labour market
because the skills provided by education are not the ones required in
the market, and also the social dynamics and stereotype, notably the
perception that women should be
working at home and that men are
the breadwinner,” Elawady noted.
The situation of women in refugee camps, especially those holding Syrian refugees, represents a
dramatic setback against discrimination and violence against women. Various reports have surfaced
of cases of rape, early marriage,

violence and an increase in the
number of households whose livelihoods depend on single women,
the report said.
On health, the report indicates
that in some Arab countries women’s health is affected by the lack
of access to, or the poor quality of,
health care. Access to post-natal
care differs between the richest and
poorest countries but the regional
maternal mortality ratio decreased
27% between 1990 and 2010. Lebanon, Palestine, Jordan, Syria, Iraq
and Arab Maghreb countries registered a 60% decline in maternal mortality while GCC countries
reached 15 deaths per 100,000 live
births in 2010, which is lower than
the average in developed regions.
For Elawady overall progress
in Arab women status is evident
“though it is slow in some countries”. “There is a positive side that
fills half of the cup,” she said. “Prosperity for progress is there but there
are still factors that are pulling us
back.”

First step in a long road for Saudi women

View poi nt

Sabria S.
Jawhar

S

audi women had much
to celebrate in 2015 as
they made significant
gains in obtaining an
education, economic
independence and a
fighting chance to have a say in
government.
Although reforms have been
moving at a snail’s pace, perhaps
the most notable advancement
implemented in 2015 was women
exercising their right to vote in
municipal elections. More than
130,000 Saudi women registered
to vote and about 950 ran for office. Female municipal council
candidates defied the odds and
won at least 20 seats throughout
the country.
Saudi women, always trying
to prove themselves as capable
contributors to society despite
constant attempts by religious
conservatives to limit their roles
to domestic duties, demonstrated
their commitment to their country
with an 80% voter turnout in areas
that were least expected, such
as the rural regions of Tabuk and
Al-Jawf.
Council victories aside, the
elections were a test for female
voters. If they failed to participate
in elections, then the right to vote
and run for office would disappear.
It would give credence to critics of
extending more rights to women
that they are not capable of participating in government affairs.

About 60% of all
university graduates are
women.

Saudi women put that issue to rest
with their performances in the voting booth and in their campaigns
for office.
Testing women’s ability to
contribute to Saudi society seems
to be a permanent state, as if when
conquering one obstacle they are
always faced with the next one.
There is the implied threat that
Saudi women may forever return
to something more “appropriate
for our gender” as is said in some
conservative circles.
An obvious sign of success in
2015 is that women continued to
return from studying abroad with
university degrees and a strong
desire to find work in government
and the private sector.
The King Abdullah Scholarship
Programme, which gives a free
university education to any Saudi
citizen with a good grade-point
average (GPA), has opened many
doors for women. About 200,000
Saudi students attend universities
worldwide with at least 100,000
studying in the United States.
About 76% of the students are
attending universities through the
programme and about 60% of all
university graduates are women.
They are returning to Saudi Arabia
with postgraduate degrees and
high expectations.
Unlike the male students from
the previous generation who
studied in the West but took little
of that influence back to Saudi Arabia, returning female graduates are
insisting on implementing more
efficient and productive Westerninspired programmes and ideas
into the workplace.
University degrees, however,
have little value if the degree holder can’t get to work. This is by far
the biggest failure of Saudi society.
The right to drive a car, a campaign

A Saudi woman casts her ballot in a polling
station in the coastal city of Jeddah, on
December 12th.
among Saudi activists that stalled
in 2015 with no apparent prospect
of being revived in the near future,
is part and parcel of a woman’s
ability to work and earn a living.
For many years driving a car was
not a priority among Saudi women
as they focused on education. That
attitude has evolved over the last
two years as more university-educated women are having difficulty
finding employment because they
have no means to get to their jobs.
Earning a university degree rings
hollow when women are denied
the ability to use it.
It helps, though, that women’s
dependence on male guardians is
beginning to loosen. The Interior
and Labour ministries gave women
a boost by limiting guardians’
ability to control the lives of the
women in their families. Women
can now apply for a job, start a
business and apply for licences and
permits without the permission of
their guardian.
The Interior Ministry will issue
national identity cards to divorced

Living in a
patriarchal
system does
not mean
exclusion
from society.

and widowed women, giving them
wide latitude to register their
children for school, obtain medical
care for them and have access to
court and government records.
These moves complement a royal decree issued in June that gave
foreign husbands of Saudi women
the right to transfer their iqamas to
their wives’ names, which reduces
the risk of deportation.
Yet for every success there is
stagnation. Saudi courts have yet
to see the long-promised government overhaul with a codified legal
system despite repeated assurances that reform is on the horizon.
Tribal loyalties among judges
are still intact, although there have
been encouraging signs that things
are changing. Female lawyers are
now permitted to represent clients
and appear in the courtroom and
fathers are no longer guaranteed
custody of their children in divorce
hearings, although women are still
a long way off from being viewed
as having equal standing as a parent.
Saudi women should not be
satisfied with these advances. They
have a long road ahead to secure
the rights guaranteed women in
Islam. Religious conservatives
often fail to understand that a
stable society means including
women, which account for about
50% of the Saudi population, in the
decision-making process. Living in
a patriarchal system does not mean
exclusion from society, nor does it
mean ignoring the teachings of the
Quran, which grants freedoms to
women not enjoyed now.
Sabria S. Jawhar is a leading Saudi
columnist and journalist. In 2010
she was selected as one of the
“world’s most influential Arabs” by
Arabian Business magazine.
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Arab culture 2015:
Hopes despite
harsh realities
Ibrahim Ouf and Samar Kadi

Cairo

A

rmed conflicts, bloodshed and political failures had a tragic toll on
Arab culture in 2015 but
vibrant cultural activities in non-war contexts signal opportunities for an Arab cultural reawakening.
Political developments, violence
and wars in Arab countries, including Syria, Iraq, Yemen and Libya,
created grim realities for Arab artists, writers and poets. Many were
displaced, uprooted and forced to
flee conflicts, relocating in foreign
countries, in a cascade of events
that adversely affected their works.

Political
developments,
violence and wars in
Arab countries,
created grim
realities for Arab
artists.
Ahmed Darwish, an Egyptian
professor of literature and writing
critic, argued that culture should
not necessarily be the by-product of
political and economic conditions
in society. “Arab culture can very
well influence politics positively by
changing public attitudes,” Darwish
said.
However, this is easier said than
done. In 2015, politics and violence
affected cultural output in most
Arab countries.
Documentaries depicting the
harsh living conditions of hundreds
of thousands of Syrian refugees

were produced. Songs dwelling on
the bitterness of the destruction
wreaked on Arab countries by war
emerged and melodies reflecting
the feelings of estrangement by
migrant artists uprooted from their
homes by war and violence hit the
airwaves.
Painters and photographers captured the ravages of wars in their
work, all reflecting the bitter realities of the Arab world.
In Cairo, a kind of revolutionary
documentary cinema has emerged,
one that put the spotlight on the
frustrations and disappointment of
the “Tahrir Square revolutionaries”
in making their political dreams reality.
Several painting and photo exhibitions, depicting the revolution
as a lost dream, were curated. The
movement, largely driven by youth
many of whom were behind the
January 2011 revolution, called for
democratic rule, end of corruption
and dismantling of the police state
but those are still far-fetched objectives.
Egyptian cultural critics, however, see in these manifestations,
the signs of a vibrant cultural life
— although a bitter one — that cannot be seen in other “Arab spring”
states.
But apart from the revolutionary
documentary productions, Egypt’s
mainstream cinema industry, the
oldest in the Arab world, is seeing
its demise amid an unprecedented
exodus of talents in scriptwriting,
directing and acting.
Veteran actor Mahmoud Yassine
says the “commercialisation of everything” in this industry is “forcing
everything good out”.
“This industry is now dominated
by a group of movie-makers who
care only about money,” Yassine

Karim Wasfi, former director for the Iraqi National Symphony Orchestra, plays on his cello next to
debris in Baghdad’s Sunni Adhamiya district, last April, in a symbolic act of protest against violence.
said. “Quality is the least element
they cared for, which explains why
good actors, directors and writers
are stepping out.”
A more positive outlook was aired
in art circles in Lebanon. “Economic conditions are harsh, and times
are difficult in the Arab world, but
this has made Arab men of culture
more aware and concerned about
beefing up culture which is probably the best option for salvation,”
commented Saleh Barakat, an art
expert and owner of the renowned
Agial art galleries in Beirut and
Dubai.
For Barakat, Arab cultural standing has not slipped. “In fact, there
is a kind of reawakening in theatre,
music and visual arts in Lebanon
and part of the Arab world,” he said,
referring to the opening of new museums, art galleries and arts institutions in Lebanon over the past year.
“It is true that in war countries
conditions are harsh but in other
places there is improvement in art

which is becoming more global and
compliant with international standards,” Barakat said.
In Libya, Iraq and Syria, writers,
artists and poets have been migrating in droves to escape war and
lawlessness. In Yemen, a poetic and
cultural life that thrived, even without state support, is being ravaged

In 2015, politics and
violence affected
cultural output in
most Arab countries.
by almost a year of civil war.
Kuwaiti thinker Frieh al-Anzi
bemoaned the ugly image that jihadi terrorism has branded Islam
and Arabs. “Arabs should go back
to their cultural roots and focus on
their cultural heritage to show the
world that they have things other
than venomous jihad and killing to
offer,” Anzi said.
The challenges for Arab culture

in 2016 are formidable, according to
Syrian scholar Faisal al-Hafian, who
stressed that the real test will be for
Arab people of culture “to prevent a
further degradation, disintegration
and collapse of Arab culture”.
“While more economic, social
and political failures cannot be
ruled out in the Arab world, these
failures should encourage, not discourage, culture and inspire its reawakening,” he said.
“We have been witnessing the
collapse of one good value after
another in the Arab world for years
now… the real challenge for us all
is to bring this collapse to an end,”
added Hafian, who is director of
the Arabic Manuscripts Institute in
Cairo, an Arab League institute for
protecting rare Arabic manuscripts.
Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian
reporter based in Cairo.
Samar Kadi, The Arab Weekly
Travel and Society section editor,
contributed to the article.

Arab book readers shift to spirituality
Hassan Yahiya

Beirut

T

he effect of the wars in
the region was felt at the
Beirut International Arab
Book Fair 2015. Having
had enough of politics,
excessive violence, the many economic and humanitarian hardships,
Arab readers dropped interest in
political books, including many trying to explain the Islamic State (ISIS)
phenomenon. Spirituality seems to
be the new attraction.
Syrian publishers, who defied the
extremely difficult conditions in
their country and took part in the
fair, arrived with new or reprinted
books that covered topics ranging
from Islamic studies to Arabic versions of works by the Indian mystic
guru Osho. Such spiritual books,
including translations, proved to be
quiet popular.
“People seem fed up with political
books in light of the region’s successive crises,” Ruba Abdullah, representative of the Syrian Dar al-Farqad
publishing house, said during the
book fair, which marked its 59th anniversary in 2015.
Reprints of classic multi-volume
Islamic books, whether newly produced or unsold from recent years,
filled other stands rented out by
Syrian publishers, who accounted
for 20 out of 70 participating Arab
publishers. There were another 170
from Lebanon.
It was very difficult for them to
have their stands ready on time
when the 14-day fair opened November 27th. “Printing is always behind schedule inside Syria but even
the books that were ready arrived

Beirut International Arab Book Fair 2015.
in Beirut a bit late due to the bad
conditions in our homeland,” said
Jamal al-Hajj, who represented Dar
al-Furat.
In 2012, a debate on how to foster reading habits among Arab
youth was prompted after the Arab
Thought Foundation released its
fourth annual cultural development
report, saying that an average Arab
child reads “six minutes” a year in
comparison to 12,000 minutes for a
Western child. It also reported that
an Arab individual on average reads
a quarter of a page a year compared
to 11 books read by an American and
seven books by a Briton.
Beirut’s fair, one of a series of similar events at different times of the
year in the Arab region, has suffered

decreasing sales in recent years.
“All fairs we take part in are having
bad times but the Lebanese one is
probably the worst due to economic
conditions here,” Hajj said, echoing
other publishers of various nationalities.

“People seem fed up
with political books
in light of the
region’s successive
crises.”
Lebanon’s economic ills are mainly due to domestic political tensions, which stalemated almost all
conditional institutions, while the
country is suffering from fallout

of the war ongoing in neighbouring Syria since 2011. Lebanon hosts
more than 1.2 million Syrian refugees.
“Bad economic and political conditions here and in the region have
shrunk the number of visitors and
decreased sales,” said a member of
the organising committee, made up
of the Arab Cultural Centre and the
Association of Lebanese Publishers.
Yet, the event hosted 265 book-signing ceremonies, he said, declining to
be named.
At the Iraqi stands in the fair,
similar complaints could be heard.
Mohammad Hadi, who represented
Iraqi-owned Al Kamel Publishers
operating in Koln, Germany, boasted a series of new books dealing

with contemporary political and social issues.
“We have poor sales, though,” he
said. Asked why Iraqi-based publishers do not show up in book fairs
abroad, he said “a law dating back to
president Saddam Hussein’s regime
bans the export of books from Iraq”.
Lebanese publishers talked about
good sales of works of fiction. “Generally, people do not have money to
spend on books but when they do,
they buy fiction,” Mehyar al-Kurdi,
a representative of the Arab Cultural
Centre, said at the co-organisers’
stand. “People seem fed up with
politics.”
Indeed, the stand was full of novels, mainly Arabic translations of
British and Russian classics.
Not that many books could be
found dealing with the Islamic State
(ISIS). Books praising Arab regimes
have been on the slide since the 2011
“Arab spring”. Al Farqad, the Syrian
publisher, displayed a reprint of a
translation of a book about Syrian
President Bashar Assad.
On the back, the publisher wrote
that the book was not permitted to
be sold inside Syria in 2006 because
it was considered too propagandist.
However, the publisher “decided to
print it now due to its importance”.
The New Lion of Damascus was written by David W. Lesch.
A frequent window shopper of the
fair identified himself as Ahmad. “It
is always the same story. The fair
starts towards the end of the month
when people’s salaries have long
been over,” he said. “And not all people get paid by the time the fair is
about to be over, and if they do, the
money usually goes to paying bills.”
Hassan Yahiya is a Beirut-based
journalist.

24

January 1, 2016

Heritage

The Arab world’s
endangered
heritage
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T

he list of World Heritage
sites destroyed, damaged
and endangered by war
has grown alarmingly as
conflicts and upheaval
swept across the Middle East, home
for the oldest civilisations in the
world.
In 2015, the Islamic State (ISIS),
which controls large stretches of
Syria and Iraq, destroyed landmark
sites with bulldozers and explosives, notably attacking the ancient
cities of Palmyra in Syria and Nimrud in Iraq.
The International Council of Museums and the UN Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organisation
(UNESCO) warned that Greek and
Roman antiquities and prehistoric
artwork were also under threat from
ISIS extremists in Libya and released
a list of cultural treasures “in peril”.

The most
prominent victims
“of the cultural
carnage” in 2015
occurred in Syria
and Iraq.
Among the threatened artworks
are: sculptures and mausoleum
carvings in Cyrene, a one-time
Greek colony; the Roman-era trading centre of Sabratha; and a desert
region home to stone paintings or
carvings dating back 12,000 years.
The council said it had not registered large-scale destruction in Libya “aimed at clearing all signs of the
past” but it had noted theft, pillaging and destruction, notably of Sufi
mosques near Tripoli.
The violence in Yemen between
Houthi rebels and forces loyal to
President Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi,
has caused “serious damage” to the
Old City of Sana’a, which has been
inhabited for more than 2,500 years.
The 16th-century Old Walled City of
Shibam, one of Yemen’s four World
Heritage sites — has not yet been
damaged but UN officials fear it is
under threat.
However, the most prominent
victims “of the cultural carnage” in
2015 occurred in Syria and Iraq. The
main damaged sites were:

• Syria

Palmyra, a city-state that thrived
for centuries in the desert east of
Damascus as an oasis and stop for
caravans on the Silk Road. Part of
the Roman empire, Palmyra reached
its peak in the late third century,
when it was ruled by Queen Zenobia
and briefly rebelled against Rome.

Palmyra in the years before ISIS.

Zenobia failed and Palmyra was reconquered and destroyed by Roman
armies in 273AD. With its colonnaded avenues and impressive temples,
in modern times it became one of
Syria’s biggest tourist destinations.
ISIS seized the modern town of
Palmyra and the nearby ancient
ruins in May. The militants initially promised to leave the site’s
columns and temples untouched
but those promises were empty.
The group successively destroyed
the 1,900-year-old Temple of Baal
Shamin, dedicated to a Phoenician
storm god, and the Temple of Baal.
Mari, in Syria’s eastern Deir ezZor province, is an ancient Semitic
city that flourished in the Bronze
Age between 3000-1600BC. Archaeologists discovered palaces, temples
and extensive archives written on
clay tablets that shed light on the
early days of civilisation in the region. According to reports from locals and satellite imagery, the site,
especially the royal palace, is being
systematically looted.
Apamea, a rich Roman-era trading
city, has been looted since the beginning of Syria’s civil war, even before ISIS appeared. Satellite imagery
shows dozens of pits across the site;
previously unknown Roman mosaics have reportedly been excavated
and removed for sale. ISIS is said to
take a cut from sales of ancient artefacts.
Mar Elian Monastery. The Christian monastery was captured in
August, when ISIS seized the Syrian
town of al-Qaryatayn near Palmyra.
Dedicated to a fourth-century saint,
it was an important pilgrimage site
and sheltered hundreds of Syrian
Christians. Bulldozers were reportedly used to topple its walls and ISIS
posted pictures of the destruction
on Twitter.
Dura-Europos, a Greek settlement on the Euphrates not far from
Syria’s border with Iraq, was one
of Rome’s easternmost outposts. It
included the world’s oldest known
Christian church, a beautifully
decorated synagogue and many
temples and Roman-era buildings. Satellite imagery shows a
cratered landscape inside the
city’s mud-brick walls, evidence
of widespread destruction by
looters.

• Iraq

Nimrud, near the northern
city of Mosul, was the first Assyrian capital, founded 3,200 years
ago. Its rich decoration reflected the
empire’s power and wealth. The site
was first excavated in the 1840s
by British archaeologists,
who
sent dozens of
its massive stone
sculptures to museums

A statue stored under the direction of the Museums and Antiquities Department in Damascus, Syria.
around the world. Many originals
remained in Iraq. ISIS bulldozed
parts of the site, causing extensive
damage inside the citadel. Some of
the city was never uncovered and
remains underground.
Hatra was built in the third century BC, as the capital of an independent kingdom on the outskirts of the
Roman empire. Its combination of
Greek- and Roman-influenced architecture and Eastern features testify to its prominence as a trading
centre on the Silk Road. Hatra was
named a World Heritage site in 1985.
A video released by ISIS in April

2015 showed militants using sledgehammers and automatic weapons
to destroy sculptures in several of
the site’s largest buildings.
Nineveh was among the capitals
of Ancient Assyria, which occupied
a vast stretch of the ancient world
from 900-600BC. Nineveh flourished under the Assyrian emperor
Sennacherib around 700BC. At one
point, it was the largest city in the
world. Its location on the outskirts
of Mosul put it in ISIS’s cross hairs
when the group took over the city in
2014. Many of the site’s sculptures
were housed in the Mosul Museum
and some were damaged during a
rampage through the museum. Statues of half-humans, half-animals
called lamassus on Nineveh’s
ancient Nirgal Gate were
smashed with sledgehammers.
Mar
Behnam
Monastery. Established in the fourth
century, the monastery was
dedi-

cated to an early Christian saint. The
site, maintained since the late 1800s
by Syriac Catholic monks, survived
the Mongol hordes in the 1200s but
fell to ISIS in March. The extremists used explosives to destroy the
saint’s tomb and its elaborate carvings and decorations.
Mosque of the Prophet Yunus
was dedicated to the biblical figure Jonah, considered a prophet by
many Muslims but ISIS adheres to
an interpretation of Islam that sees
veneration of prophets such as Jonah as forbidden. On July 24th, ISIS
fighters evacuated the mosque and
demolished it with explosives. Like
many of Iraq’s sites, the mosque
was a layer cake of history, built on
top of a Christian church that in turn
had been built on one of the two
mounds that made up the Assyrian
city of Nineveh.
Imam Dur Mausoleum, not far
from the city of Samarra, was a
magnificent specimen of medieval
Islamic architecture and decoration.
It was blown up by ISIS.

