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T

he fallout from the latest
tensions between Saudi
Arabia and the Islamic Republic of Iran continues
to mount with additional
Arab states downgrading diplomatic relations with Tehran and protests lingering in response to the
execution of a radical Shia cleric.
The latest standoff began after
the kingdom executed 47 individuals, including the cleric, Nimr alNimr, for terrorism-related charges.
Nimr’s death led to protesters attacking the Saudi embassy in Tehran and its consulate in Mashhad.
Bahrain was first to announce it
was severing diplomatic and commercial ties with Tehran, citing it’s
“blatant and dangerous interference” in Bahrain and other Arab
countries.
The United Arab Emirates recalled its ambassador to Tehran
and said it would reduce the number of diplomats stationed in Iran.
According to an official government statement, the UAE “has
taken this exceptional step in light
of Iran’s ongoing interference in internal (Gulf Cooperation Council)
and Arab affairs that has recently
reached unprecedented levels”.
Sudan, which enjoyed better ties
with Tehran before the southern
section of the country seceded in
2011, gave Iranian diplomats two
weeks to leave the country in a
show of solidarity with Saudi Arabia.
The Saudi government accused
its Iranian counterpart of organising the attacks on their diplomatic
missions. Saudi Foreign Ministry
spokesman Osama Nugali said the
embassy received death threats as
early as the morning of January 2nd
— the day the executions were carried out. When a mob gathered in

front of the embassy that afternoon,
calls to the Iranian Foreign Ministry
requesting protection were allegedly not followed through.
The UN Security Council strongly
criticised the attack on the Saudi
embassy, saying in a statement:
“The members of the Security
Council condemned in the strongest terms the attacks against the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia’s embassy
in Tehran and its Consulate General
in Mashhad in the Islamic Republic
of Iran, which resulted in intrusions
into the diplomatic and consular
premises, causing serious damage.”

The UN Security
Council strongly
criticised the
attack on the Saudi
embassy.
The Security Council also called
on “Iranian authorities to protect
diplomatic and consular property
and personnel and to respect fully
their international obligations in
this regard”.
Violent demonstrations also
broke out in Lebanon, Bahrain and
Iraq, where three Sunni mosques
were bombed, killing two people,
south of Baghdad.
Saudi Arabia and Iran are also
embroiled in a number of regional
proxy wars. In the Syria civil war,
Saudi Arabia is backing rebels fighting Syrian President Bashar Assad,
who is supported by the Islamic
Republic and its Lebanese proxy,
Hezbollah. In Yemen, a Saudi-led
coalition is at war with Iran-allied
Houthi rebels in an effort to restore
the internationally recognised
Yemeni government.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The Arab Weekly.
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Lebanese soldiers and citizens walk on the snow in
Bhamdoun, Lebanon, on January 1st. The first day of the
new year brought the season’s first snowfall in Lebanon,
ushering in winter weather and blanketing the country’s
mountains in white in what many regard as a good omen,
a sign of hope in a gloomy region. The snowstorm battered
Lebanon for two days, stranding dozens of motorists on
icy roads. After weeks of relatively warm weather and
mostly light showers, the storm was good news for skiers
and winter sports lovers keen on hitting the slopes of the
country’s many ski resorts. For the hundreds of thousands
of Syrian refugees living in tents in informal camps across
the country, however, frigid weather means more suffering
in deplorable living conditions. A number of refugees,
including infants, froze to death last winter during similar
storms.

Iraqi forces achieve key victory in fight against ISIS
Jamal J. Halaby

Amman

T

he victory by Iraqi security forces in recapturing
the centre and parts of
Anbar’s provincial capital
of Ramadi is key to the
larger fight against the Islamic State
(ISIS) across Iraq.
It is clear that as the Iraqi Army
grabs more ISIS-controlled territory
in Ramadi and is able to maintain
control over the Sunni-dominated
city, ISIS stands to suffer a serious
strategic defeat.
The ISIS loss of Ramadi on December 27th has isolated its jihadist
fighters in the nearby Anbar city of
Falluja and cut them off from the
rest of the group’s strongholds in
western Iraq.
Falluja is planned to be next
city to be purged of the jihadists. Wedged between Ramadi and

Baghdad, Falluja was the first to fall
to Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi’s militants
in January 2014. Six months earlier,
ISIS emerged from al-Qaeda and
conquered large parts of Iraq and of
neighbouring Syria.

Winning back Ramadi allows
Iraq to cut off a major supply line
that swept across Ramadi to Falluja from Anbar, the vast desert
province inhabited mostly by Sunni
Muslim Arab tribes, some of whom

sided with ISIS to avenge their isolation by successive Shia-dominated governments in Baghdad.
With the militants ousted from
areas surrounding Baghdad, the
capital’s security has been bolstered and an over-stretched army
can move on to try to retake Iraq’s
second largest city, Mosul, in the
north.

Falluja is planned
to be next city to
be purged of the
jihadists.

Iraqi government forces advancing during battles with ISIS in
Ramadi, the capital of Iraq’s Anbar province, on January 4th.

The moves are gauged under
precise military plans coordinated
with the United States, Iraqi military commander Major-General
Ismail al-Mahlawi told The Arab
Weekly.
Washington maintains 3,500 military service personnel in Iraq, pro-

viding air cover and tactics that has
helped root out ISIS from six crucial
cities in Iraq’s centre and north.
Recent defeats of ISIS have constituted a major symbolic accomplishment for the Iraqi Army, which
had been humiliated when its forces retreated in the face of advancing ISIS fighters in Ramadi, in May
2015.
Military advances also boost the
standing of Iraqi Prime Minister
Haider al-Abadi. As far back as October, Abadi vowed that Ramadi
would be recaptured by early 2016,
Anbar Governor Sohaib al-Rawi
said, adding: “He delivered on his
promise and this should tell everyone he means business.”
Jamal J. Halaby, based in Jordan,
is the Levant editor for The Arab
Weekly and has covered the Middle
East and North Africa for nearly
three decades.
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Saudi Arabia, Iran tensions growing
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

S

audi Arabia and Iran are
drawing closer to a direct
confrontation after engaging in proxy battles across
the Middle East. The torching of the Saudi embassy in Tehran
and consulate in Mashhad by Iranian protesters in reaction to the
execution of Saudi Shia cleric Nimr
al-Nimr led to a series of diplomatic
crises that could escalate.
Tehran initiated a war of words
against Saudi Arabia shortly after
Nimr’s death and Riyadh quickly
severed diplomatic relations and
suspended air traffic and trade links
with Iran. Saudi Gulf allies and Sudan followed suit.
It is clear that Riyadh, shifting
from a policy of containment, rapprochement and reconciliation, is
not bowing to Iranian pressure and
ambitions. Saudi Arabia appears
firm in continuing its support of
fighters battling the regime of Syrian President Bashar Assad, who
counts Iran a main ally, and its direct engagement in Yemen against
Iranian-backed
Houthi
rebels.
Saudi Arabia also called for Iran to
halt its meddling in Arab affairs and
stop threatening Saudi stability.
“The Iranians and their allies
have been pushing and promoting
terrorism and recruiting people, inciting and providing weapons and
explosives to people and Nimr alNimr was one of them,” Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir said.
“He is as much of a religious figure
as (al-Qaeda leader) Osama bin Laden was.”

Simply stated, the
kingdom will not
allow Iran to
determine what’s in
its national security
interests.
Iranian President Hassan Rohani
called the violence against Saudi
mission in Tehran “totally unjustified” and Foreign Minister Jawad
Zarif said the embassy’s ransacking
had no official blessing. But Zarif,
apparently blaming Riyadh for the
increasing pressures, also declared,
“This trend of creating tension
must stop.”

Smoke rises as Iranian protesters, upset over the execution of Shia cleric Nimr al-Nimr in Saudi Arabia, set fire to the Saudi embassy in Tehran.
Saudi Arabia on January 2nd carried out death sentences on 47 people, most of whom were members
of al-Qaeda, for terrorism-related
offences. Those executed included
Nimr, a radical Iran-affiliated Shia
cleric.
Iranian protesters stormed and
set fire to the Saudi embassy in Tehran and a consulate in Mashhad.
Riyadh and a number of regional
countries responded by severing or
downscaling diplomatic relations
with Tehran. Bahrain joined Saudi
Arabia in suspending air traffic and
trade links with Iran.
“Simply stated, the kingdom will
not allow Iran to determine what’s
in its national security interests and
Iranian interference in Arab affairs
will no longer be tolerated, which
is exactly what the Saudis have
done,” said Joseph A. Kechichian, a
senior fellow at the King Faisal Centre for Research and Islamic Studies
in Riyadh.
“In my reading, the decision was
a courageous one. Arabs ought to
be proud that someone has stood

up for their rights finally,” he said.
Heightened tensions between
Iran and Saudi Arabia date to the
days of the shah but relations have
been comparatively cordial recently. Relations worsened after
the 1979 Islamic revolution and the
start of the Iran-Iraq war in 1980,
which saw Saudi Arabia and the
United States warily back Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein in the conflict.
In 1987, tensions escalated during the haj when Iranians in Mecca
staged a political demonstration
and clashed with Saudi riot police.
More than 400 people died in the
incident and mobs attacked the
missions of Saudi Arabia, Kuwait,
Iraq and France. Diplomatic ties
were cut in 1988 but were restored
two years later.
The 1990s was a period of relative
calm between Riyadh and Tehran,
particularly during the presidency of Iranian reformist Mohammad Khatami. However, with the
dawn of the 21st century, coupled
with the 2003 US invasion of Iraq,

the revelation of Tehran’s nuclear
programme and the election of
hardline president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, relations nose-dived.
Tensions reached new heights in
2011 when the United States uncovered an assassination plot against
Jubeir, who was then the Saudi ambassador to the United States.
Iran and Saudi Arabia are also
embroiled on opposite sides of a
number of regional conflicts. In
the Syrian civil war, Saudi Arabia is
backing rebels fighting Syrian President Bashar Assad, who is militarily
supported by the Islamic Republic
and its Lebanese proxy, Hezbollah.
In Yemen, a Saudi-led coalition is
at war with Iranian-backed Houthi
rebels in an effort to restore the internationally recognised Yemeni
government to power.
Issues related to Nimr date back
more than 20 years. In 1993, Saudi
Arabia announced a general amnesty for Shia dissidents, which
resulted in the return from exile
of high-profile Shia Saudi leaders,
including Sheikh Hassan al-Saffar,

considered the sect’s local leader,
and Nimr.
Nimr, who while in exile received
religious education in Iran, reaching the rank of ayatollah, soon severed ties with Saffar and continued
making political anti-government
sermons. It is an illegal practice in
Saudi Arabia to make politicised
statements from the pulpit. In
2009, Nimr called for the succession of the Eastern Province from
Saudi Arabia, comments that led to
his arrest.
The radical nature of his sermons
appealed to disenfranchised Shia
youth, who viewed the elder generation of Saudi Shia clerics as sellouts. During the 2011 “Arab spring”
protests, Nimr’s followers attacked
police and government buildings,
often with Molotov cocktails.
Nimr and a number of his followers were arrested again in July 2012
after a shoot-out with security forces. Nimr was convicted on a number of charges, including inciting
dissent, turning citizens against the
state and stirring sectarian trouble.

A decisive storm of a decision

View poi nt

Khairallah
Khairallah

I

ran failed to realise that it is
facing a new Saudi mindset
that can perhaps best be
described as a “decisive
storm” after the military
operation that Riyadh
launched in Yemen to combat the
Iranian-backed Houthi rebels and
restore the legitimate government
there to power.
Saudi Arabia’s decision to sever
diplomatic ties with Tehran
following the storming of its
diplomatic missions in Iran was
certainly decisive.
Iran seemingly failed to realise
that Nimr al-Nimr was a Saudi
citizen, not an Iranian national, and
that his execution January 2nd took
place after a trial and according
to Saudi laws. Nimr was executed
alongside 46 others, most of whom
had links to either al-Qaeda or the
Islamic State (ISIS) and all of whom
had been found guilty of terrorismrelated charges.
Though Nimr was a Shia cleric,
is every Shia across the world

Iran failed to realise that
it is facing a new Saudi
mindset.

Iran’s responsibility? Are there
no free Shias who reject Iran’s
authority and disagree with its
religious mandate?
The issue did not stop with
Iranian Supreme Leader Ali
Khamenei vowing “divine
retribution” against Saudi Arabia for
Nimr’s execution. Iranian protesters
subsequently stormed the Saudi
embassy in Tehran and consulate in
Mashhad with police and security
failing to provide protection.
If Iran is responsible for every
Shia on the face of the Earth,
that completely invalidates the
concept of national sovereignty and
international law.
Iraqi officials and clerics also
criticised Nimr’s execution, not
least Iraqi Prime Minister Haidar
al-Abadi and Grand Ayatollah Ali
al-Sistani — the highest ranking Shia
authority in the country — who has
previously taken a divergent line
from that of Tehran.
Surprising nobody, Hezbollah
chief Hassan Nasrallah also strongly
backed the Iranian position,
issuing a statement that, at best,
can be characterised as offensive.
Nasrallah paid little attention to
the historic ties that bind Lebanon
and Saudi Arabia and the national
interest of Lebanon and the
Lebanese people.
What Iranian officials could not

or would not say, Hezbollah — the
spearhead of Iran’s regional policy —
and its chief were more than happy
to. Nasrallah does not care about
Lebanon and its national interests
and he did not stop to think about
how his comments would affect
the Lebanese — of all religious
and sectarian backgrounds — who
are working in Saudi Arabia and
the Gulf, or what larger effect this
would have on Lebanon’s economy.
Nasrallah is completely incapable
of asking such questions; his job is
to issue inflammatory statements
and attempt to isolate Lebanon
from its Arab neighbours. This is
something that most Lebanese
oppose, rejecting the idea that
freedom from Syrian tutelage
necessarily means falling under
Iranian hegemony, as represented
by Hezbollah.
So Iran completely failed to
realise it was dealing with a
kingdom that, at this particular
time, rejects any form of
interference in its affairs and does
not broach any encroachment
against its sovereignty and is ready
and willing to respond strongly to
any such attempts.
Saudi Arabia refuses to place
sectarian considerations above
national concerns. For Riyadh, a
Saudi national is, first and foremost,
a Saudi national — before he is

If Iran is
responsible
for every
Shia on the
face of the
Earth, that
completely
invalidates
the concept
of national
sovereignty
and
international
law.

Sunni or Shia or anything else.
Saudi Arabia’s highest reference is
the state. As for Iran, it prioritised
Nimr’s Shia identity above his
national affiliation.
Hezbollah does not recognise
international borders, as can be
seen in its ongoing presence in
the Syrian conflict. It, too, places
sectarian identity over national
identity. It is clear that Tehran
wants to replicate the Hezbollah
experience elsewhere, prioritising
sectarian affiliation over all else.
However, it has forgotten that there
are those, including Arab Shias,
who reject this and who do not
want to be pawns in Iran’s game.
By severing its ties with Tehran,
Saudi Arabia has taken a strong
stance showing that it places
international law above the
sectarian policies being pushed
by Iran and its regional lackeys.
This was a decisive storm of a
decision and completely in line
with the Saudi-led Gulf coalition’s
Operation Decisive Storm, which is
confronting Iran’s regional project
in Yemen.
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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Iraqi Army victory over ISIS in Ramadi

I

morale high. This sets the stage for
the battle to continue to free all of
Iraq.
“Now, we can turn our attention
to Mosul,” Iraq’s second largest
city, dominated by Sunni Muslims
and seized by ISIS in June 2014. He
and other Iraqi security officials declined to say if there was a plan or a
date set for the operation to liberate
Mosul.

“It’s all going according to precise
military plans organised and coordinated with the Americans,” Iraqi
military commander Major-General
Ismail al-Mahlawi told The Arab
Weekly.
“The victory in Ramadi boosted
the army’s confidence and made its

Mahlawi said the Iraqi military
was in control of “70 to 80%” of
Ramadi, the provincial capital of
the vast Anbar desert region, which
is about an hour’s drive west of
Baghdad.
Adding other recaptured areas,
Mahlawi estimated that ISIS’s control of Iraqi territory had shrunk by
40% from 2014.
Iraqi plans are specifically designed to clear areas around Baghdad of ISIS, said Anbar Governor
Sohaib al-Rawi.
“The main aim is bolster the security of the capital, while ridding
other key cities of the militants,”
Rawi said.
Ramadi is the first major city recaptured by the army itself, with
only air cover by the Americans who
provided training to Iraqi soldiers
and have flown 630 sorties since
July against ISIS strongholds in Iraq.
The Shia or Iranian-allied militias
were kept off the battlefield to avoid
sectarian tension with the mainly
Sunni tribal population of Ramadi
and to encourage them to join the
fight against ISIS.
The government, led by Shia

Jamal J. Halaby

Amman
t may have come as a surprise
that the Iraqi Army, which
endured humiliating defeats
against the Islamic State (ISIS)
in 2014 and 2015, regained partial, or nearly complete, control
over crucial cities after purging
them of militants.
The victories came after carefully planned operations and tactics devised by the Americans, who
maintain more than 3,500 military
personnel assisting the Iraqis in the
war on ISIS, Iraqi officials said.
In central and northern Iraq in
recent weeks, the army, backed by
local militias, including the Kurdish
peshmerga, recaptured parts of the
key cities of Tikrit, Baiji, Hawija and
Sinjar and the Tishrin dam.
On December 27th, the army recaptured the centre of Ramadi,
which it had deserted in an embarrassing retreat last May. Iraqi forces
abandoned their arms and positions
and fled on news that ISIS was advancing towards them.

On December 27th,
the army recaptured
the centre of
Ramadi, which it
had deserted in an
embarrassing retreat
last May.

Ramadi is the first
major city
recaptured by the
army itself, with
only air cover by the
Americans.

Iraqi security forces search a building in the government complex in central Ramadi, on December 27th.
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi, said
Ramadi would be handed over to local police and a Sunni tribal force
once it was secured, a measure
meant to win over the community.
“We have trained hundreds of
tribal fighters. Their role will be
holding the fort,” Brigadier-General
Yahya Rasool, spokesman for the
joint operations command, said in
an interview.
With the battle in Ramadi and
elsewhere in Iraq far from over, the
recent Iraqi Army victories are the
clearest sign yet that ISIS “is losing momentum after having laid its
hands on large areas in Iraq and Syria”, said Athal al-Fahdawi, an Anbar
city council member.

“Clearly, the group is in retreat,”
Fahdawi said.
With the army’s win in Ramadi,
ISIS stands to suffer a serious strategic defeat, particularly in western
Iraq. Anbar is significant because
it is the heartland of Sunni Muslim
Arab tribes, some of which sided
with ISIS to avenge their isolation
by Shia-led governments in Baghdad.
Winning back Ramadi allows the
Iraqi government to cut off a major
supply line that ran from Falluja from
Anbar. With Ramadi recaptured, the
jihadists are isolated in Falluja, cut
off from the rest of the province. Falluja is likely the next in the Iraqis’ list
to be purged of jihadists.

Wedged between Ramadi and
Baghdad, Falluja was the first city to
fall to Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi’s militants in January 2014.
Six months earlier, ISIS, led
by Baghdadi, emerged from alQaeda and swept through large
parts of Iraq and of neighbouring
Syria.
Damage is “massive and widespread” in Ramadi, according to
Fahdawi, who spoke in a telephone
interview as he visited the recaptured part of Ramadi.
“About 80% of buildings and
infrastructure is demolished either by ISIS blowing them up or
US air strikes flattening them,”
he said.

Hard fighting and more terror ahead in Iraq
Harvey Morris

London

T

he cover of the most recent issue of Dabiq, the
glossy if laborious online
journal of the Islamic
State group (ISIS), features the aftermath of its November attacks on Paris, lauded as part
of a campaign of “just terror” to
force “the crusaders to end their
hostilities towards Islam”.
The prominence Dabiq gave to
celebrating the slaughter of 130
people in the French capital might
be regarded as a perverse attempt
to accentuate the positive. For, on
the ground in their self-declared
caliphate, the tide was turning
against the jihadists in the closing
months of 2015.
That was capped at the end of
December by the ousting of ISIS
from Ramadi, capital of Anbar
province, in an offensive led by
Iraqi security forces. It marked the
latest setback for the movement in
a year in which it was driven from
14% of its self-declared territory,
according to the London-based
security consultancy IHS Conflict
Monitor.
Iraqi Prime Minister Haider alAbadi, announcing a victory that
reflected his strategy of rebuilding
the army, declared: “2016 will be
the year of the big and final victory,
when Daesh’s presence in Iraq will
be terminated.”
“Daesh” is an Arabic acronym for
the Islamic State.
It would have been more prudent
of Abadi to predict, like the British
wartime leader Winston Churchill,
that one victory did not amount to
the beginning of the end of the war
but it was perhaps the end of the
beginning.
As former US ambassador to

Baghdad Zalmay Khalilzad wrote
as the initial reports of the liberation of Ramadi came through: “If
history is any indication, even the
most promising news from Iraq
must be celebrated with caution.”
Nevertheless, Ramadi might
mark a turning point in the war
against ISIS, according to Khalil-

zad, writing in the National Interest: “After the Iraqi Army’s collapse
in Mosul, Iraqi security forces —
particularly its special forces —
have largely recovered in terms of
their reorganisation, professionalism and willingness to fight.”
The army’s ignominious flight
from Mosul 18 months earlier cre-

ated a perception that ISIS was
invincible on the battlefield, with
some commentators suggesting
conventional forces could never
be a match for its suicidal storm
troopers.
Kurdish fighters on both sides
of the Iraq-Syria border dented
that myth within months of the
ISIS onslaught, as the peshmerga
of the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) clawed back Iraqi territory lost in 2014 and Syrian Kurds
seized control of the strategically
important Tishreen Dam in December.
In the battle for Ramadi, Baghdad assembled an alliance of
government troops and Sunni
tribal loyalists to spearhead the operation rather than relying on the
leadership of Shia militias, which
have been at the forefront of the
fight against ISIS elsewhere.

Baghdad assembled
an alliance of
government troops
and Sunni tribal
loyalists to
spearhead the
operation.
The next test will be to see
whether these same government
forces, backed by US-led coalition
air power, can launch a successful campaign to recapture Mosul,
Iraq’s second largest city. “We are
coming to liberate Mosul and it
will be the fatal and final blow to
Daesh,” Abadi declared as Ramadi
was liberated.
Iraqi Finance Minister Hoshyar
Zebari, a Kurd, said the liberation
of Mosul would not be possible
without the participation of the
peshmerga and might also need
Shia militia support. Mosul would
be “very, very challenging”, Zebari

said. “It will not be an easy operation, for some time they [ISIS] have
been strengthening themselves
but it’s doable.”
The recovery of Mosul would go
a long way towards breaking the
spell of ISIS, a movement whose
unique selling point for potential
recruits is its ability to seize and
hold territory in support of its
claims to have recreated the Islamic caliphate.
Its losses over the past year
might be one factor behind ISIS’s
decision to plot and encourage terrorist attacks abroad, such as the
November 13th Paris attacks and
the October 31st downing of a Russian airliner over Egypt in response
to Moscow’s decision to enter the
war in Syria.
Both operations were praised
in Dabiq, which quoted the selfstyled caliph, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, as warning that attacks beyond the region “will cause the
world to hear and understand the
meaning of terrorism”.
In a later purported message at
the end of the year, Baghdadi insisted, despite the evidence, that
his caliphate was doing well and
threatened members of the growing coalition ranged against it. “We
promise you, God permitting, that
whoever participates in the war
against the Islamic State will pay
the price dearly,” he warned.
In the light of the Paris attacks
and a series of security alerts across
Europe at the New Year that could
be seen as a threat that ISIS will
attempt to step up terrorist plots
abroad in 2016 even as its hold on
territory continues to evaporate.
Harvey Morris has worked in the
Middle East for many years and
written several books, including
No Friends but the Mountains:
The Tragic History of the Kurds
published in 1993.
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Russia faces limits of hard power in Syria
Sabahat Khan

Dubai

T

he end of 2015 offered the
Assad regime much hope
for the year ahead as it
looked to capitalise on the
game-changing entry of
Russia into the Syrian civil war and
a milestone UN endorsement for a
peace process.
Re-establishing authority is, however, different than re-establishing
legitimacy and recent experiences
in Afghanistan, Iraq and Libya suggest that pushing militants out of
towns and villages is different than
defeating insurgencies.
Cascading military victories at
the tactical levels into a strategic
victory at the political level is a far
more complex process — and, in
Syria, when the limits of hard power
become apparent to the regime, the
decisive test will come at the political level with its mastery of soft
power.
The UN plan, which calls on
a “credible, inclusive and nonsectarian government” within six
months, before elections under UN
supervision a year later, will be a
big test for the Assad regime. The
Syrian civil war has produced deeprooted apathy and large reaches of
ungoverned territories as government forces focused attention on
retaining control of major cities and
Mediterranean coastal regions.

The Assad regime
may become keen
for Russia to send
ground forces to
reinforce its own in
2016.
Syria’s interior was left with a
power vacuum that the Islamic
State (ISIS) has increasingly filled
by overpowering moderate rebel
groups, while Kurds in the north
reacted to pre-empt the expansive
threat posed by ISIS.
Even before its descent into civil
war, Syria had become outcast in a
polarised neighbourhood dominated by Sunni-majority, pro-Western

Russian Navy captain stands in front of an artillery system on the Russian missile cruiser Moskva as it patrols in the Mediterranean Sea, off
the coast of Syria, on December 17, 2015.
states that looked upon the Iranianled regional alliance with suspicion
and disdain. Since Hafez Assad
wrestled control of the Ba’ath Party,
which had taken power through
a coup, in 1970, the Assad family
has accumulated total control and
effectively subdued the Sunni majority through sponsoring Alawite
socio-political dominance.
Until Russia deployed its military
assets, the Assad regime was banking on Iran for its survival. The Iranian dispatch of military advisers
and special forces and commissioning of the Lebanese Hezbollah and
other Shia groups into Syria had reinforced the civil war along sectarian lines.
With an isolated Sunni majority
unable to contend with the military
prowess of government forces and
its international allies, Syria had become a fertile operating ground for
extremist groups. The timing of the
Russian entry into Syria on the pretext of defeating ISIS Syria, riled the
West, Turkey and Gulf Arab states,
as the gridlocked civil war did not

offer hope for much longer to a tiring and demoralised Assad regime
whose perpetuation had effectively
created ISIS.
The dichotomy of Moscow’s priorities in stabilising the Assad regime has become more obvious as
Russian warplanes controversially
hit Western-backed rebel groups
rather than focusing on ISIS. However, for better or worse, Moscow
has changed the equation in the
Syrian civil war — effectively, no
major development can occur without Russian consent.
Moreover, recent reports of Iran
scaling down its presence in Syria
may be the strongest sign since antigovernment protests began in 2011
that government forces are regaining momentum against the myriad
of rebel and armed groups threatening its collapse.
The emergence of ISIS from its
Raqqa headquarters as a global
threat has been helpful for Syria in
framing its narrative and dividing
opinion on what the endgame in the
civil war should be.

If the perpetuation of the Assad
regime has been the driving force in
the radicalisation of its Sunni populace and the emergence of ISIS,
which has been more successful
until now in drawing non-Syrians
to its ranks, then the local politics
of the Syrian civil war remain fundamentally the same. As such, the
targeting of moderate groups runs
contrary to the needs of establishing a peace process to end the civil
war and that is precisely the most
favourable scenario in 2016 for ISIS.
The Assad regime may become
keen for Russia to send ground forces to reinforce its own in 2016 and
Moscow may well oblige but would
be wise to do so only under political guarantees in support of a peace
process within which Bashar Assad
becomes politically irrelevant.
The “minus Assad” formula preserves the Ba’ath Party as a primary stakeholder, provides Russia
a viable option to preserve its own
strategic interests and forces Iran to
face up to the eventuality of a postAssad Syria, which it has surely fac-

tored into its strategic calculus by
now.
If Syria is critical to the long-term
international interests of Russia,
Moscow must be able to convince
ordinary Syrians it is a friend to
the people of Syria and not only to
the Assad family. Russia will need
to look beyond simply assisting a
delegitimised regime re-establish
authority among a populace where
Assad has become a symbol of mistrust and tyranny.
Failure to couple reversible success in re-establishing state authority with implementing the UNendorsed peace process will leave
Syrian-Iranian-Russian efforts with
no promise of success to either end
the civil war or decisively halt the
rise of ISIS.
Sabahat Khan is based in Dubai
and maintains a cross-disciplinary
focus in international security,
defence policy and strategic
issues. He is an alumnus of Royal
Holloway, King’s College London
and Cranfield University.

Prospects for peace in Syria are dim

View poi nt

Oubai
Shahbandar

T

he recent break in
diplomatic relations
between Saudi Arabia
and Iran comes during
a major escalation in
the proxy war between
the two countries and their
respective allies that is reshaping
the Middle East.
Syria is the nexus of duelling
world views as Iran struggles to
expand its network of proxies from
Baghdad to Beirut while Saudi
Arabia and its allies work to stem
Tehran’s extraterritorial ambitions.
Peace talks are scheduled for
Vienna, with the Syrian opposition — both political and armed
factions — to negotiate with
Bashar Assad’s representatives
for the first time since previous attempts collapsed in 2014.
Riyadh has publicly signalled
that its support for a political solution to the war in Syria will not
waver in light of Tehran’s latest
provocations. Contrast this with
Iranian and Russian efforts to
undercut negotiations by purposefully targeting Syrian opposition

Syria is the nexus of
duelling world views as
Iran struggles to expand
its network of proxies.

figures in the field.
The recent assassination of Zahran Alloush, the most prominent
Syrian rebel commander in the
Damascus area, in what was likely a
Russian-directed air strike was part
of a systemic effort to eliminate the
most effective and popular opposition figures.
For any peace process to hold
hope of success, it would necessitate the buy-in of men such as
Alloush who maintain the credibility and command of fighters on the
ground. Implementing ceasefires,
isolating extremists who profit
from state failure and building the
requisite conditions for a sustainable and just peace entail bringing
together all parties to the conflict.
Killing Alloush sent a signal to the
international community and all
of Syria: No opposition to Assad’s
reign will be brooked.
But the strike against Alloush
and his deputies is also part of a
wider underlying sectarian paradigm at the heart of Iran’s military
strategy in Syria — one that is
shared by many pro-regime militia
leaders. It is a pattern that refuses
to acknowledge that a political
transition from Assad’s rule as
the means to ending the horrific
violence, starvation campaigns and
barrel bombs inflicted upon the
Syrian people on a daily basis.
At its core, it is a paradigm that
views unbowed Sunni communities and effective Sunni opposition
commanders — even those who
had stated support to the Vienna

peace process as had Alloush — as
an inherently existential threat.
When Saudi Foreign Minister
Adel al-Jubeir stated that Assad has
a choice — “Either leave through
negotiations or be forcibly removed
from power” — Tehran and Moscow
immediately reiterated their support for Assad. Iran and Russia
adamantly condemned a conference in Riyadh convened to unite
the Syrian opposition to effectively
participate in peace talks.
The Russians claim the Syrian uprising against Assad was a
Western-orchestrated affair. The
Iranian regime is convinced that
the civil war was a product of a
Sunni conspiracy to weaken Iran
and Hezbollah’s influence rather
than an end product of Assad’s
incompetency and naked brutality.
Until the core designs of Iranian
and Russian policy shift from these
sectarian and myopic world views,
it is difficult to see how the talks in
Vienna can progress.
Peace in Syria remains elusive
because Iran prioritises its ability to
maintain control over the security
and military apparatus of what’s
left of the Syrian state, rather than
supporting a process that can end
the violence. In short, Iran defines
“peace” in Syria as submission to
Assad — a zero sum game that will
bring neither peace nor a resolution
to nearly five years of unrelenting
slaughter.
Hundreds of Sunni opposition
fighters die every month fighting
the Islamic State (ISIS). In the Da-

Riyadh has
publicly
signalled that
its support
for a political
solution to
the war in
Syria will not
waver in light
of Tehran’s
latest
provocations.

mascus suburbs, it was rebel forces
led by Alloush that prevented ISIS
from establishing a foothold, while
regime forces were content shelling
civilian neighbourhoods on the
outskirts of the capital.
In that light, the killing of Alloush
exposes the contradictory nature
of Russian and Iranian claims that
their involvement and escalation of
military support to Assad is meant
merely to battle extremism.
Russian air strikes across Syria
are primarily intended to shape the
military and political conditions
ahead of the Vienna negotiations.
Iranian and Russian diplomats
continue to peddle the notion that
there is no workable alternative
to Bashar Assad as they diligently
work to eliminate all possible
alternatives. A sectarian maximalist policy underlies the carefully
crafted narrative that Iran, Assad
and Russia are fighting the rise of
extremists fuelled by Sunni Arab
states.
The peace talks in Vienna are
highly unlikely to prove productive until the balance of power in
Syria decisively shifts one way
or another. Meanwhile, another
bitter winter sets in as millions of
displaced Syrians and their families
suffer the consequences of politicians unwilling to set aside their
paranoia and pettiness for the sake
of humanity.
Oubai Shahbandar is a former US
Defense Department analyst. He is
a private strategic consultant.
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In Syria, some see Iran as an occupation force
Ed Blanche

Beirut

B

ack in February 2013,
when Iran was starting to
build up its military presence in war-torn Syria to
support the flailing and
widely despised President Bashar
Assad, a senior and shadowy figure in the inner circle of the Tehran
regime declared: “Syria is the 35th
province (of Iran) and a strategic
province for us. If the enemy attacks us and wants to appropriate
either Syria or Khuzestan, the priority is to keep Syria.”
Hojjat al-Islam Mehdi Taeb, head
of the Ammar Strategic Base, a
radical think-tank associated with
Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah
Ali Khamenei, went on to say in an
address to university students in
the Basij paramilitary force: “If we
keep Syria, we can get Khuzestan
back too. But if we lose Syria, we
cannot keep Tehran.”
Khuzestan, a largely Arab province in south-western Iran bordering Iraq, is the centre of Iran’s oil
industry and so has immense strategic value. Taeb’s words thus underline how important Syria is to
Iran as its Levantine spearhead and
to its ambition to become the dominant power in the Middle East.
Almost three years on, the
world’s only Shia-controlled state,
is widely perceived to control the
embattled quasi-Shia regime in Damascus and to be the military force
that determines security strategy
and its implementation. Iran’s military commander in Syria, MajorGeneral Qassem Soleimani, who
commands the elite Quds Force of
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards
Corps (IRGC), or Pasdaran, is Tehran’s pro-consul with all the power
of the Iranian regime behind him.
Assad lives in his shadow.

Iran’s strategic
purpose in Syria
appears to be the
creation of a Shia
state comprising
Damascus.
“All military operations in Syria
are being run, commanded, controlled, organised and coordinated
by the Pasdaran and Hezbollah,”
said Fouad Hamdan, a Lebanese
analyst. “Not a single battle happens in Syria without them knowing and coordinating and even giving the orders for it to happen…
“What regime are we talking
about in Syria? It doesn’t exist anymore. It’s an empty shell,” he said.
Assad and his inner circle “are de
facto hostages of… Soleimani. The
whole family is still there. No one
can fly, no one can leave…
“The Assad regime would have
collapsed long ago if it was not for
this Iranian support. The Iranian
regime and its Shia militias are effectively an occupying force in
the so-called regime-held areas in
Syria.”
In February 2013, former Syrian
prime minister Riyad Hijab, who
defected the previous August, told
Al Arabiya television that Syria was
“occupied by Iran” and was run by
Soleimani, the architect of Iran’s
largely covert paramilitary campaign to subvert and take over Arab
states in the Gulf and the Levant.
Naame Shaam (Letter from Syria), a group of activists founded
by Hamdan and Syrian activist
Shair Youssef after the war began
to monitor the Iranian presence
in Syria, observed in a September
2014 report: “There is abundant
evidence that the Iranian regime
has established and is exercising
authority in Syria, both directly
through its armed forces and militias and indirectly through the Syrian regime.
“The evidence includes new
military command structures in-

volving Iranian commanders, fundamental changes introduced into
Syrian government institutions as
a result of the Iranian regime’s intervention, as well as statements
by Iranian officials indicating how
they view their role in Syria.”
Syrian opposition activists told
The Arab Weekly that Iranian officers control all regional operations
centres, which has had a demoralising effect on Syrian troops who
are widely despised by the Iranians. “Syrian officers, among them
Alawites, have become secondary
members, whose tasks can sometimes be reduced to handing out

The Iranian regime
and its Shia militias
are effectively an
occupying force in
the so-called
regime-held areas in
Syria.
tea and coffee,” said one who identified himself as Abu Said.
There has been persistent speculation that the Iranians were behind the assassination of four Syrian regime security chiefs, members
of a high-powered 11-man “crisis
cell” on July 18, 2012, apparently
in a bombing at the highly secure
National Security headquarters in
Damascus.
The explosion killed Defence
Minister Daoud Rajha; MajorGeneral Assef Shawkat, Assad’s
brother-in-law, former military intelligence chief and Rajha’s deputy;
vice-president Hasan Turkmani;
and Hisham Ikhtiyar, the national
security chief and Assad’s security
adviser.
The bombing was claimed by
both the Free Syrian Army and
another rebel group known as the
Islam Brigade. However, Naame
Shaam claimed that Western intelligence services believe it was the
work of IRGC agents “possibly with
direct orders from General Soleimani”.
Naame Shaam maintains the Syrian leaders were killed “because
some members of the ‘crisis cell’
had been opening communications
channels with Arab Gulf states and
the US to make a deal behind the
back of Iran. The Pasdaran struck to
prevent such a deal, and since then,
fully control President Assad, who
de facto became their hostage.”
Hamdan and Youssef concluded
in a December 14, 2014, report that
the relationship between Iran and
Syria — one the only Shia power
in the Muslim world and the other
ruled since 1970 by a regime dominated by the Alawite sect, a Shia
offshoot — has changed since the
war began.
“From historically being mutually beneficial allies, the Iranian regime is now effectively an ‘occupying force’ with the responsibilities
that accompany such a role,” they
wrote.
In some quarters, it is said that
the United States, which has doggedly refused to be dragged into
the complex Syrian conflict, even
agreed to give Tehran a relatively
free rein in Syria in exchange for
Iran’s participation in the negotiations that produced the nuclear
agreement in Vienna.

“Syria is the 35th
province (of Iran)
and a strategic
province for us.”
Both are fighting the Islamic
State (ISIS) and its caliphate spanning Syria and Iraq in an undeclared alliance given substance by
the agreement curbing Tehran’s
nuclear project, a deal widely seen
as a rapprochement between the
long-time adversaries.
There is growing evidence that
Iran is seeking to alter Syria’s demographics by helping Assad’s regime

Funeral of Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps Brigadier-General Hossein Hamedani, killed in Syria,
last October.
drive majority Sunnis from their
traditional areas and transplanting
Syrian Alawites, along with Iranian,
Lebanese, Iraqi and Afghani Shias
to refashion Syria into a Shia-dominated entity, cutting loose outer regions populated by Sunnis or other
ethnic groups such as the Kurds.
This, Hamdan and Youssef allege,
has spawned massive purchases of
businesses, industrial concerns and
vast amounts of real estate, usually
at knock-down prices, by Iranians
and figures in Assad’s inner circle,
such as his maternal cousin Rami
Makhlouf, whose family runs a
huge business empire that has long
been the regime’s much-favoured
financial arm.
In conjunction with the IRGC’s
own vast commercial holdings in
Iran, including the country’s biggest construction conglomerate,
Tehran appears to be preparing to
maintain this controlling presence
for the foreseeable future, with Assad as a Syrian figurehead of whatever rump state emerges from the
carnage that will maintain Iran’s
vital supply routes through Syria to
Hezbollah, Tehran’s first and most
successful proxy, in Lebanon.
Iran’s strategic purpose in Syria
appears to be the creation of a Shia
state comprising Damascus, the oil-

rich north-east, the north-western
region along the Mediterranean
coast that embraces the Alawite
heartland and the Qalamoun region on the western border with
Lebanon and to conduct a sectarian
cleansing that will make it exclusively Shia.

“All military
operations in Syria
are being run,
commanded,
controlled,
organised and
coordinated by the
Pasdaran and
Hezbollah.”
They point to the battle for the
strategic western border town of
Qusayr in April-June 2013 as a significant turning point in the war because it was won by Hezbollah, the
forerunner of other Shia militias
created by the IRGC that are now
the military spearhead of Iran’s expansionist ambitions.
After Qusayr, “there was a noticeable shift in the Iranian regime’s
military strategy in Syria: conceding, or perhaps losing interest in,
the possibility of regaining control

of the eastern and northern parts
of the country that were now under
the rebels’ control,” Naame Shaam
said.
“Instead the focus from 2013 on
would be on defending and consolidating the Syrian and Iranian
regimes’ control in Damascus and
its surroundings, Homs and its
surroundings (which connect the
first with the coast region) and the
Qalamoun region (which connects
the first two and connects both
with Lebanon)…
“At the same time, loyalist zones
or corridors had to be created and
secured. And the ‘easiest’ way
to achieve this, it seems, was to
change the demographic composition of those areas; that is, to empty
them of all ‘wanted elements’, who
happened to be Sunni, and replace
them with loyal ones, namely
Alawis and Shia militants and civilians, both local and foreign.
“The mass destruction and appropriation of civilian property
and the forcible displacement and
transfer of civilian population… appear to be part of this 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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New worrisome tensions
in the Middle East

T

he international community is justifiably concerned about
the risk that the Saudi-Iranian row, with its spiral of
retaliatory and counter-retaliatory violence, could spin out
of control.

Riyadh, Khartoum and Manama have severed ties with
Tehran and the United Arab Emirates has downgraded its
diplomatic relations with Iran.
The threats by Iranian radicals that Saudi Arabia would suffer “quick
consequences” if not “divine retribution” have stoked sectarian
hostility towards the kingdom. Following the Saudi execution of Shia
cleric Nimr al-Nimr (among a group of convicted terrorists), there have
been attacks on Saudi diplomatic missions in Tehran and Mashhad, as
well as bombings of Sunni mosques in Iraq’s Hilla province.
There are legitimate fears that the dispute will adversely affect
negotiations aimed at finding a peaceful settlement to the conflicts in
Syria and Yemen, which have caused hundreds of thousands of
casualties and countless human tragedies.
The United Nations should push ahead with its plans to resume Syria
peace talks in Geneva on January 25th, as well as its mediation efforts
in Yemen.
But the problem goes beyond fallout from the current dispute. It is
very much linked to the provocative posturing by the Iranian government since the signing of the July 14th nuclear deal between Tehran
and world powers.
In recent weeks Iran has reportedly undertaken two ballistic missile
tests in contravention of UN resolutions. Tehran is exploiting unfortunate ambiguities and loopholes in the July 14th deal but UN Security
Council resolutions are clear. The latest, passed July 20th, called on
Iran “not to undertake any activity related to ballistic missiles
designed to be capable of delivering nuclear weapons, including
launches using such ballistic missile technology”.
Tehran, however, has been defiant in the face of international
denunciation. Its Defence minister declared: “We don’t ask anyone’s
permission to enhance defence power or missile capability and will
firmly pursue our defence plans, particularly in the field of missiles.”
Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps Brigadier-General Hossein
Salami even bragged that: “We don’t have enough space to store our
missiles. All our depots and underground facilities are full.”
The United States alleges that Tehran has also stirred up tensions in
the Strait of Hormuz by launching “unguided rockets” in proximity of
US warships there. Although the United States and Iran are nowhere
near the hostility they displayed throughout the 1980s, Tehran’s
actions have resuscitated the ghosts of past US-Iranian confrontation
in the strategic gateway to the Arabian Gulf.
It is ironic that Iran, which stands to gain billions of dollars of
released funds it badly needs at a time of dire budget circumstances,
does not see any reason to modify its regional behaviour even after the
July 14th deal. More recently, it seems to have been emboldened by the
shelving of US plans to impose new sanctions on Tehran after the
recent missile tests.
Even without the recent sudden escalation, the situation in the
Middle East was inflammable enough. New developments could widen
the sectarian divide and intensify the region’s proxy wars, especially if
major powers do little, if anything, to prod Iran to play a more constructive role.
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Why Saudi and Gulf
leaders won’t listen
to Obama

S

ix months after US
President Barack
Obama and his secretary of state, John
Kerry, proudly proclaimed the P5+1
nuclear agreement with Iran to
Martin Sieff
the world, its catastrophic impact
on the stability and security of
the entire Middle East has
become clearer than ever.
Iran’s hardline leadership has
been immeasurably strengthened.
The expected release of more
than $100 billion in assets would
fortify the Tehran government at
a time when it would otherwise be
exceptionally vulnerable because
of historic low global oil prices.
Obama, Kerry and US national
security adviser Susan Rice
appear to have genuinely believed
that the grateful Iranians would
join hands with them in fighting
the Islamic State (ISIS). As the
entire region knows, the Iran’s
ayatollahs treated such fairy tales
with the contempt they deserved.
Instead, Iran proudly displayed
its latest nuclear-capable missile
on January 5th and continued to
openly humiliate and taunt the
United States.
In this atmosphere, it is entirely
understandable that Saudi Arabia
is ignoring US appeals to take
a softer, more conciliatory line
with Tehran. Unlike Obama,
Kerry and Rice, the Saudi leaders
recognise the wisdom of the
great Irish political philosopher
Edmund Burke at the time of the
French revolution that one does
not start repairing a roof in a
thunderstorm.
The brutal truth is that
Obama and his top officials have
squandered their credibility
with America’s traditional Arab
allies. Many in the Arab world
have come to think Obama is
more committed to preserving
his legacy in history following the
July 14th P5+1 deal than in acting
as an honest broker in Middle East
disputes, especially those
pitting Iran against the
Obama, Kerry and
Sunni Arab world.
Rice should not be
Iran will now try to
get away with as many
surprised that Saudi violations or exploitation
of loopholes of that
and Gulf leaders do
agreement as possible.
not take their advice
The timid attitude of
Washington
in the face
as wisdom.
of Iran’s recent missile
test provocations did not
enhance the credibility of
the US administration and things
are only going to get worse.
For US decision makers,

especially those in the foreign
policy realm, 2016 is bound to
compound the challenges that
a lame-duck presidential year
usually brings in the rhythms of
American politics.
Harry Truman in 1952, even the
revered Dwight D. Eisenhower in
1960, Lyndon Johnson in 1968 and
Jimmy Carter in 1980 all suffered
one foreign policy humiliation
after another during their final
year in office.

Iran will now
try to get away
with as many
violations or
exploitation of
loopholes of that
agreement as
possible.
George W. Bush had squandered
his credibility with reckless
abandon long before his final
year in power. Bill Clinton in
2000 saw his compliant Moscow
partner, Boris Yeltsin, replaced by
the far more able and formidable
Vladimir Putin and never worked
out how to deal with him.
Obama has never taken the
Middle East seriously. He never
pushed hard for any breakthrough
or revived credibility in the
Israeli-Palestinian peace process
and as a result will hand over
to his successor a condition
that appears heading for the
abyss of mass violence on an
unprecedented scale.
The current US president also
never showed any interest or
effort in winning the trust of the
Sunni populations across the
Fertile Crescent.
Instead, his feckless support for
mass popular protests in Libya,
Yemen and Syria led directly to
continuing states of civil war,
chaos, warlord-ism and mass
suffering in all those countries.
Obama, Kerry and Rice should
not be surprised that Saudi and
Gulf leaders do not take their
advice as wisdom now after
seven long years of suffering the
consequences of their folly.
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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The beginning of the end for ISIS or just
wishful thinking?

T

he United States and
Iraq’s prime minister
are celebrating the
retaking of Ramadi
from the Islamic State
(ISIS), citing the blow
to the jihadists as the beginning
Claude Salhani
of the end of ISIS and the brutal
reign of terror the jihadist group
imposed on areas under its
control.
While Iraqi and US jubilation
is understandable it would be
wrong — and dangerous — to claim
final victory prematurely. It would
also be wrong and dangerous for
the US military to repeat
errors of the past.
Pentagon brass is
It would be
once again playing
wrong — and
the numbers game by
how many
dangerous — to claim counting
enemy combatants were
victory prematurely. killed. The US military has
the tendency to regard
numbers as an indication
of success or failure. Yet,
as US military involvement
in Vietnam, Afghanistan and Iraq
has shown, it takes much more
than piling up bodies to break an
enemy’s resolve.

What Pentagon briefings and
morbid mathematics fail to
reveal — because it is impossible
to forecast such statistics — is the
number of jihadi recruits that
each enemy death motivates.
In a communiqué following the
retaking of Ramadi, US-led forces
claim to have killed several ISIS
leaders, including individuals
linked to the November 13th
Paris attacks, in air strikes. A
US spokesman called it a double
blow to the militant group as
Iraqi Prime Minister Haider alAbadi planted the national flag in
Ramadi’s city centre.
A Pentagon spokesman recently
stated that, over the previous
month, the United States has
killed ten ISIS leadership figures,
including several external attack
planners, with targeted air strikes.
The United States attributes its
recent success to the fact that ISIS
is losing its top leadership but
warned that the Islamist terror
group has “still got fangs”.
What the Pentagon briefing
fails to reveal, however, are the
numbers of civilians caught in
the bombings — the “collateral

damage” as the military refers
to civilians caught in crossfire
— or yet how many jihadis are
recruited as a reaction to allied
bombings.
The liberation of Ramadi
by the Iraqi Army marks an
important step in the rebuilding
and restructuring of the military
which was disbanded when
the United States invaded the
country. Victories such as the one
in Ramadi are badly needed to
give the Iraqi people trust in the
new military, particularly in view
of the defeats of 2014.
This marks the first major
victory against the Sunni
Islamists and presented a major
risk for Abadi, who gambled by
keeping pro-Iranian Shia militia
from the fighting.
Final victory in this instance
cannot be based purely on
battlefield success. If the victories
gained on the front lines are
intended to be permanent in
any way — as they should be,
lest the sacrifices of all those
who died fighting to overthrow
the jihadis would have died in
vain — there needs to be more

than just military action to regain
those lost territories and their
inhabitants.
To avoid repeating mistakes
of the past, three things need to
happen:
First, the United States and the
Iraqi government must realise
that the only way forward in
the Middle East is to ensure that
such campaigns as the current
one waged against ISIS must be
followed up with a comprehensive
economic recovery programme
that will raise the standard of
living for the people of the region.
Second, much emphasis
must be given to changing the
education system. The “freelance” madrassas that preach hate
and bigotry must adapt to the
new government requests or they
must be closed.
And third, the concept of
national reconciliation must be
undertaken and applied. Short of
that, there can be no prospects for
a lasting peace in the region.
Claude Salhani is the Opinion
editor of The Arab Weekly. Follow
him on Twitter @Claudesalhani.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi (C) raises an Iraqi flag in the city of Ramadi, 115km west of Baghdad, after it was retaken by security forces on December 29, 2015.

The Arab world in the UN Human
Development Reports

I

n the absence of the physical
product, there are only two
certainties about the 2015
Arab Human Development
Reports: It will be published
late and it will make for
dismal reading.
Rashmee Roshan Lall
Consider the latest statistical
information on the region in the
UN Human Development Index
(HDI), which annually assesses
the overall state of the world.
The Arab states region, says the
United Nations, has the highest
youth unemployment rate in the
world — 29%. At 23%, the region
has the lowest female workforce
participation rate worldwide.
Finally, despite a strong
entrepreneurial spirit, start-ups
are not the norm because it
is hard to obtain investment
from outside the family
Across the Arab
and harder still to find
world, women
partners to expand. Female
is low in startslightly outnumber representation
ups.
So, what’s new? In 2002, the
men in tertiary
first Arab Human Development
education.
Reports (AHDR) offered an
unsparing assessment of why,
as it put it, “the region is richer
than it is developed”. The
barrier to better Arab performance
is not a lack of resources, that
report concluded, but the shortage

of three essentials: freedom,
knowledge and woman-power.
Is there anything good to report
on the Arab states 13 years on?
In symbolic terms, it is good
that five Arab League members
— Qatar, Saudi Arabia, the United
Arab Emirates, Bahrain and
Kuwait — are in the first 50 of the
2015 UN report’s “very high human
development” countries. A country
scores a higher HDI if there is
improved life expectancy at birth,
longer education periods and
higher income per capita. To that
extent, it is unsurprising that some
rich Arab states should have a high
HDI. Their positioning is the result
of resources not resourcefulness.
There have, however, been
gains in real terms as well, though
hardly as dramatic as the wider
world might have liked.
In the UAE, for example, women
are allowed to perform military
service. Female candidates ran in
the Saudi municipal elections in
December — a first — although they
will have only a slight purchase on
policy and there is no suggestion of
substantial changes in their rights
or visibility.
A statistical comparison of
the Arab states over a quartercentury from 1990 shows that life
expectancy increased 15 years,

children spend more time in school
and infant mortality has fallen.
Across the Arab world, women
slightly outnumber men in tertiary
education, with a female-to-male
enrolment rate of 108%.
And yet, even if Arab women
find and take jobs, they generally
leave the labour force around the
age of 25. This is largely because
family structures remain quite
traditional and the decision
to work is seen as a collective
responsibility rather than one left
to the individual and her hopes
and dreams.
Unsurprisingly then, three out
of four Arab women — whether
college graduates or relatively
uneducated — remain outside the
workforce.
It is clear there is something
other than education and skill
sets that is holding back Arab
women and, by extension, a
region so enviably endowed with
oil, demographic resources and
located in the plum centre of the
world map.
The golden age of Islam is long
past but the Arab region has
had noteworthy successes more
recently than that. Egyptian
sociologist Nader Fergany, who
edited the first AHDR, recently
pointed out that in the 1800s Japan

sent a delegation to Muhammad
Ali Pasha’s Egypt to study the
education system. In 1960,
development indicators in Egypt
were better than those in South
Korea. The first aeroplane to break
the sound barrier over Cairo in
January 1967 was a joint EgyptianIndian production and it was Egypt
that built the jet engine.
If Egypt, once the Arab world’s
natural leader, could do all of this
within living memory, why not
now?
Fergany, who runs al Mishkat
Centre think-tank, offers a
diagnosis that may be as true
for Egypt as for the region.
Arab leaders see the people as
consumers, not creators of the
national story, he said. They see
them “as empty mouths to be
fed and not as the nation’s most
important potential wealth.” There
is a terrible granularity in the
statement.
And it is handily, if
unfortunately, illustrated by the
small numbers of women at work
in the region.
Rashmee Roshan Lall is an
itinerant commentator on world
affairs. Her blog can be found at
www.rashmee.com and she is on
Twitter: @rashmeerl.sa.
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Caliphate staggers as ISIS takes heavy hits
Ed Blanche

Beirut

T

wo months into the most
sustained air campaign
against Islamic State oil
production in Syria and
Iraq, US officials say air
strikes have inflicted heavy blows
on an industry which had netted
the self-proclaimed caliphate more
than $1 million a day.
After several military setbacks in
recent months and the loss of many
military commanders, senior administrators and economic managers in air strikes and special forces
raids, the caliphate spanning western Iraq and north-eastern Syria
may be starting to unravel.
The consensus is that the caliphate is not yet falling apart but
has lost some of its most experienced leaders while Operation Tidal Wave II — for reasons unknown
named after the failed US second
world war air campaign to knock
out the Nazi-occupied oil fields in
Romania — is finally hitting the Islamic State (ISIS) where it hurts and
has seriously curtailed the group’s
black market sales of oil from captured fields in Syria and Iraq, one of
its main sources of revenue.
“We’re already seeing a degraded
capability… in terms of management of fields and transport of
crude and fuel,” observed Amos
Hochstein, the US State Department’s special envoy for international energy affairs and a key
figure in monitoring ISIS’s oil business.

The consensus is
that the caliphate is
not yet falling apart
but has lost some of
its most experienced
leaders.
In a December 8th report, the
London-based security consultancy IHS Janes observed that strikes
by a US-led coalition of 13 countries, including France and Britain,
have “significantly degraded” ISIS
oil sales, the caliphate’s second
most important revenue stream after taxes imposed on the 8 million
people living in territory controlled
by the group.
“Efforts to target the Islamic
State’s sources of revenue are paying off,” observed senior analyst
Columb Strack.
Studies in 2014 found that ISIS
controlled assets in excess of $2
trillion and had an annual income

An October 2015 file photo shows destruction at Baiji oil refinery during the military operations, some 250 km north of Baghdad.
of around $2.9 billion. However,
a highly detailed December 28th
analysis by the Baghdad-based Iraq
Oil Report concluded that the intensifying US air campaign against
ISIS “has nearly closed down its oil
operations in Iraq and has hampered its more lucrative business
in Syria, eroding the group’s largest
source of financing and threatening its ability to govern territory.”
Most of the key raids have taken
place in recent weeks, indicating
that the Americans have acquired
high-level intelligence on ISIS that
has transformed the air campaign,
virtually the only direct action the
administration of US President
Barack Obama is taking against the
jihadists.
Much of that intelligence, the
Americans claim, came from a May
15th raid by the US Army’s Delta
Force special operations group
deep into the Deir ez-Zor oil field
in eastern Syria against the headquarters of Abu Sayyaf, a Tunisian
who oversaw the group’s black
market business from oil and gas
fields it captured in 2014.
Although Abu Sayyaf was relatively unknown, he was a key
member of the ISIS hierarchy and
was reputed to be close to Abu Mohammad Al-Adnani, a close aide
of Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, the selfproclaimed ISIS caliph.
The Iraq Oil Report, citing two
US officials with access to the Abu
Sayyaf intelligence, said his “records showed that he ‘had direct
access to ISIS’s top leadership…

which is a reminder of how important his operation was to the organisation as a whole’.”
The plan was for the Delta Force
team, flown in from Iraq for the
night-time attack, to take him alive
but he was killed in a gun battle.
Even so, the raiders left with what
US sources say turned out to be a
treasure trove of documents and
computer hard drives that contained high-value intelligence, not
only on the ISIS leadership but also
on the inner workings of the jihadists’ illicit oil and gas network.
They also captured Abu Sayyaf’s
wife, who was reputedly involved
in ISIS operations.
The Iraq Oil Report said that
raid gave the Americans “unprecedented insight into (ISIS’s oil) operations” and gave them a detailed
“picture of how the various pieces
of the oil sector fitted together.
This holistic view of the ISIS organisation appears to have informed a
series of military operations that
have tightened a noose around
Mosul”, the largest city held by
ISIS.
In recent weeks, Iraqi federal
forces, Kurdish peshmerga and
Iranian-backed Shia militias — all
backed by US air power — have recaptured “almost all oil assets that
ISIS militants once controlled in
Iraq”, the Iraq Oil Report observed.
Now the jihadists only control
the Qayyarah field 80 km south of
Mosul, Iraq’s second largest city
and ISIS’s centre of gravity in the
country.

The main thrust of Tidal Wave
II is now against “the group’s remaining oil assets, which are concentrated in Syria”. These include
about 200 wells, although the
Qayyarah field has been attacked
at least 30 times since early November, about one strike every 48
hours.

According to US
assessments, the
stepped-up air raids
have destroyed most
of the ISIS’s oil
tanker fleet.
ISIS “is now struggling to provide basic services: prices of fuel,
food and other goods have shot up
recently while fuel shortages have
affected the availability of electricity, and, in some areas of Mosul,
running water”, the Iraq Oil Report
said.
Oil that once reached ISIS-held
areas in Iraq from the Syrian Deir
ez-Zor fields has been cut off as
ISIS forces have been pushed back
in northern Syria, severing a vital
source of cheap fuel and sharply
limiting ISIS’s ability to maintain
electricity and water supplies.
ISIS “draws much of its strength
— financially, militarily and ideologically — from its ability to perform many functions of a state”,
the Iraq Oil Report observed. “Oil
has been centrally important to
that ambition, not only in providing financing and fuel for military

operations, but also powering an
economy whose success has the
potential to bolster the organisation’s popular legitimacy.”
According to US assessments,
the stepped-up air raids have destroyed most of the ISIS’s oil tanker fleet of at least 1,000 vehicles,
needed to haul the oil to market.
Nearly 400 vehicles were claimed
knocked out in two US attacks —
116 on November 16th in eastern
Syria near the Iraqi border and 283
on November 23rd near Deir ez-Zor.
Until the Americans, along with
the French, British, Saudis and others, began hitting ISIS’s tanker fleet
in early November, they had avoided hitting the group’s oil facilities.
This was largely due to concern
that obliterating them would make
life difficult for future governments
in Damascus and Baghdad and to
avoid civilian casualties.
“The war will end,” State Department deputy spokesman Mark
Toner observed in September 2014.
“We don’t want to completely and
utterly destroy these facilities to
where they’re irreparable.”
Most of the oil infrastructure is
in Syria but Baghdad had asked the
Americans not to target Iraqi installations.
Until November, the Americans’
main oil targets had been dozens
of “modular oil refineries”, small,
makeshift units east of the Syrian
city of Raqqa, the caliphate’s de
facto capital which had produced
some 300-500 barrels of refined
petroleum daily.

More ISIS leaders assassinated but will that cripple the caliphate?
James Bruce

Beirut

T

he United States says its
targeted air strikes have
killed at least three senior Islamic State (ISIS)
leaders, including Abu
Salah, a 42-year-old Iraqi identified
as finance minister of the self-proclaimed caliphate.
The Pentagon’s December 10th
announcement named the other
two as Abu Maryam, an enforcer
and head of ISIS extortion networks; and Abu Rahman al-Tunisi,
who allegedly coordinated weapons deliveries.
US Army Colonel Steve Warren,
the US military spokesman in Baghdad, said on December 29th that
ten leading figures in ISIS’s external
operations arm had been killed in
air strikes over the previous month,
including two men linked to the
November 13th attacks in Paris in
which 130 people were killed.
In the last year, the US-led air
campaign against ISIS is believed
to have killed more than 20 of the
43 top-ranking leaders of ISIS, in-

cluding several deputies of the selfproclaimed caliph, an Iraqi known
by the nom de guerre of Abu Bakr
al-Baghdadi.
Since the US launched a programme to kill jihadist and Taliban
commanders in 2004, its forces
have assassinated more than 110
leading figures in al-Qaeda and its
offshoots, including ISIS. However,

the jihadist wars go on.
Iraq-based US Special Forces
helicoptered into an ISIS base near
the Deir ez-Zor oilfields in northeastern Syria on May 15th and killed
mid-ranking ISIS leader Abu Sayyaf,
an important figure in black market oil smuggling. They also seized
important data on the group’s economic assets and leadership.

US Army Colonel Steve Warren, the spokesman for the US-led
coalition in Iraq, speaks to reporters in Baghdad.

Abu Sayyaf — an Iraqi whose real
name was Nabil Sadiq Abu Saleh
al-Jabouri — was reportedly close
to Baghdadi’s key deputy, Abu Mohammed al-Adnani. Many recent
air strikes appear to have stemmed
from the intelligence gleaned from
the Abu Sayyaf raid.
In the current phase of their battle against ISIS, US forces killed one
of Baghdadi’s top commanders,
Fadhil Ahmad al-Hayali, aka Hajji
Mutazz, in an air strike on August
18th near Mosul, seized by ISIS in
June 2014. He died alongside Abd al
Basit, commander of ISIS military
operations in Iraq.
Hayali was a former lieutenant
colonel in Saddam Hussein’s intelligence service who joined ISIS’s
predecessor organisation, al-Qaeda
in Iraq (AQI). He and other Ba’athist
officers gravitated towards ISIS
and, with their intimate knowledge
of military and intelligence affairs,
became the core of its command
echelon.
But, at the end of the day, it is evident that ISIS is a resilient organisation that has survived the loss of
many of its chieftains. Its attacks
in Paris and across the Arab world
have shown that it will fight fire

with fire and has the capability to
project force internationally.
AQI’s leader, the bloodthirsty
Jordanian known as Abu Musab alZarqawi, was killed in a US air strike
in Iraq in June 2006 but that did not
stop the insurgency. “ISIS and its
predecessors have survived decapitation strikes in the past,” observed
Thomas Joscelyn of the Long War
Journal, which monitors Islamic
terrorism.
“Like other insurgency organisations that use terrorism as a tactic
to achieve their goals, ISIS has a
deep bench of middle managers
who’re capable of filling in for leaders taken out by the US and its allies.
“Their front organisation, the Islamic State of Iraq, was severely degraded by the leadership attrition
campaign… but the group quickly
rebounded once the last American
forces were withdrawn from Iraq at
the end of 2011.”
James Bruce has written
extensively on Middle Eastern
security issues for publications
such as Jane’s Intelligence Review
and Jane’s Defence Weekly. He
lives in Beirut.
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Women on opposite sides of Syria war
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

T

hey are well-trained, can
handle automatic rifles
and big guns and excel in
sniping. Um Ali’s Brigade,
the First Commando Battalion and the Kurdish units are
all-female detachments fighting on
opposite sides of the raging Syrian
conflict.
In a rare phenomenon in conservative Arab societies, Syrian women
have been fighting side-by-side with
male counterparts, be it with the
Syrian Army and affiliated forces or
with opposition groups.
Although women served in the
army prior to the outbreak of the
civil war in 2011, their role was
largely confined to administrative
duties or military logistics and supply units. And according to an army
officer who asked to be identified as
Mohamad, the part played by women in the war has been exaggerated
for mere political ends.
“For instance, the opposition
groups highlighted the participation
of women in the fighting on the side
of the regime alleging a shortage in
the number of male troops following the desertion or killing of thousands of soldiers. They claimed that
the regime had to resort to women
to compensate for the losses it had
incurred,” Mohamad told The Arab
Weekly.

Syrian women have
been fighting
side-by-side with
male counterparts.

He argued that female participation in the armed opposition was
overstated as well “to give the impression that what’s happening in
Syria is a real popular revolution encompassing all, including women”.
The First Commando Battalion of
the Republican Guards, the main allfemale detachment with the Syrian

Army, has been deployed in Jobar on
the eastern outskirts of Damascus.
Yolla, a 23-year-old daughter of a retired army officer recently enrolled
in the unit. She said she wanted to
help liberate thousands of women
and children kidnapped by militias.
“I joined the commando battalion after witnessing the horrors
committed in rural Latakia in 2013,
when gunmen overran the villages
and took away scores of women and
children to Ghouta Sharqiya near
Damascus,” Yolla said. “I decided to
take up arms with the hope of contributing to their liberation.”
Mohamad Sleiman, a retired army
general, downplayed the importance of women in the actual fighting. “Women have been enlisting
in the army for decades,” he said.
“There are thousands of women officers who have graduated from the
military academy but they have always operated in the back rows, in
the administration and inside military installations.”
However, the Republican Guards
Brigade includes 130 women snipers
deployed in the outskirts of Damascus. An estimated 3,000 women,
ranging in ages from 20-35, operate
within the National Defence Forces,
a pro-regime unit created during the
conflict. They are mainly deployed
at military roadblocks and search
centres inside relatively safe areas
in Damascus, Latakia, Tartus and
Sweida.
“These girls are also present on
front lines and engage in direct
combat. Some have volunteered to
transport arms and ammunition,
while others handle sniper rifles and
sometimes big guns,” said Salem
Hassan, a spokesman for the defence forces.
On the side of the rebels, women
are also active, especially in Aleppo
and Idlib in north Syria, which fall
under the control of Jaysh al-Fateh.
“Syrian women have joined men in
fighting against the regime forces to
defend freedom,” commented a media activist in Idlib, identified by his

Female fighter from the Kurdish People Protection Unit (YPG) on the front line in Hasakah, Syria.
family name, Taleb.
“Syrian women proved to be as
courageous as men in conducting
warfare aimed at liberating Syria
(from the Ba’ath regime). They have
participated in actual combat, and
I have seen them handle automatic
rifles and sometimes heavy weapons easily,” Taleb said in a telephone
interview.
However, women fighters with
the armed opposition groups are estimated to be not more than 1,000,
because of the big supply of male
fighters, he explained. “But thousands of females are active in rescue and medical assistance to the
wounded and in preparing food for
the combatants.”
“Guevara”, a former English
teacher nicknamed after the Argentine Marxist revolutionary guerrilla
leader Che Guevara, became famous
as the “Sniper of Aleppo”. She took

up arms against the regime after her
two children were killed in an air
strike. She has since been “hunting”
soldiers on the front line of Saladin.
Um Ali’s Brigade is another reputed
female fighting group in the battered city. What started as a medical
group of seven women developed
into an all-female combat unit comprising 60 women specialised in
sniping.
“Aleppo women have excelled on
the front lines, especially in intelligence work, gathering information
on army positions in the part of the
city controlled by the regime,” said
Mustafa Issa, a former combatant
with al-Tawheed Brigade.
Kurdish women fighting with the
Women’s Protection Units (YPJ),
the women’s branch of the main
Kurdish force, gained recognition
as die-hard combatants during the
battle of Kobani against the Islamic

State (ISIS). “They participated in all
types of combat in north Syria,” said
journalist Marwan Hami.
“They are front-line combatants
who played a major role in confronting ISIS terrorists who had committed massacres against the Kurds,
prompting them to assume their responsibility in defending their people and their rights,” Hami said.
ISIS al-Khansa Brigade, which
operates in Raqqa, the de facto ISIS
capital, is the most notorious female
unit whose role is limited to intelligence gathering and the monitoring of opposition or criticism of ISIS
rule. They also oversee the strict implementation of the group’s Islamic
directives and instructions.
Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based
journalist and regular contributor
to The Arab Weekly. He has been
covering Syria since 1995.

Iraqi women fighters battling ISIS militants
Sameer Yousif

Kirkuk

U

mmaya al-Jobouri became the first woman
in Iraqi modern history
appointed “chieftain”. A
state body that included
Iraq’s 30 prominent tribes bestowed
the title for heroic martyrdom while
leading male and female fighters
against Islamic State (ISIS) militants
in 2014.
Iraqi women of various ethnic
and religious backgrounds, including both Sunni and Shia, tribal Arab,
Kurdish, Yazidi and Turkmen have
taken up arms against ISIS.
In Iraq’s northern oil-rich Kurdish region, women fighters played
important roles in achieved heroic
victories, according to Kurdish TV
stations.
Women from Turkey, including Kurds, smuggled themselves
through Syria into Iraq’s northern
Kurdistan, where they formed an
all-female unit that has been fighting ISIS in the areas still under its
control.

“Our aim is to
avenge the slavery,
rape and sex trade of
Yazidi women in
Sinjar.”
“Our aim is to avenge the slavery,
rape and sex trade of Yazidi women
in Sinjar,” a Kurdish woman fighting
ISIS for the past 15 months told a local Kurdish station.
Identifying herself as Sarah and
wielding an AK-47 with several
magazines wrapped around her

Kurdish peshmerga fighters during training conducted by
German military forces in Erbil, in northern Iraq, on
October 27, 2015.
neck and body and armed with six
pistols, she said the all-female unit
grew from three fighters in mid2014 to several hundred in December.
“Our role is humanitarian, namely to help people survive the genocides and massacres committed by
ISIS,” she said, adding that she had
killed about six dozen ISIS fighters.
Videos on YouTube showed a
handful of Iraqi women fighters
chasing and shooting at random at
three men a narrator said were ISIS
militants in August near the Sinjar
mountains in northern Iraq. The authenticity of the video could not be
independently verified.
Sinjar had come to define the war
for northern Iraq since ISIS seized
it in August 2014. Militants killed,

enslaved or kidnapped thousands
of Yazidis, in
cluding women and
children.
About 50,000 others were
trapped without food or water on
mountains above the city for days
until they were rescued by Syrian Kurdish forces. ISIS con
siders
Yazidis infidels who should convert
to Islam or be killed.
Jobouri was a 45-year-old mother
of four who served as an adviser on
women’s affairs to Iraq’s northern
Saladin Governorate. Several family members, including her father
and two brothers, were killed by alQaeda.
On June 12, 2014, ISIS advanced
towards al-Alam, 16km east of
Tikrit, the capital of Saladin. Accompanied by her younger brother,

Jobouri led tribesmen into a battle
with ISIS that lasted days. Al-Alam
remained free of ISIS until Jobouri
was killed ten days into the fight.
Jobouri’s brother Marwan said after the fall of Mosul, to ISIS on June
10, 2014, “tens of soldiers began
reaching our town. They were Shia
Muslims who were afraid that ISIS
would kill them”.
“But Ummaya took them in, comforted them, gave them shelter and
fake identification cards and took
them in her car to safer areas,” Marwan said.
When ISIS approached her town
on June 22, 2014, Ummaya al-Jobouri was feeding her fighters, Marwan said. He said when “confrontations escalated, she grabbed her
[rocket-propelled grenade launcher] to lead her fighters to the battle
front.
“She killed tens of ISIS militants
before one of the group’s snipers
shot her in the heart, killing her instantly.”
He said her bravery helped him
evacuate the town of women, children and the elderly.
Rangin Yousif, 25, is another example of a brave Iraqi woman fighting ISIS. The mother of two was a
Kurdish peshmerga officer who was
killed in 2014 while leading a division in a confrontation with ISIS in
an area south of Kirkuk.
Mijda Said, a peshmerga fighter
in the division, said although Yousif
was wounded by shrapnel, “she
continued leading the division, giving orders and firing at ISIS.
“When ISIS retreated, Yousif‘s
bleeding became severe and she
died in the hospital shortly afterward.”
In Mosul, ISIS executed four
Turkmen women from the village

of Hasan Koy, about 45km west of
Mosul after accusing the four of collaborating with Iraqi security.
Nawal al-Shahwani, the director
of the state’s sugar factory in Mosul,
was killed by firing squad on September 29th, when she refused ISIS
orders to reopen the factory.
Since June 2014, tens of other
women in Mosul, including doctors,
activists and former parliamentary
aspirants, were sentenced to death
by ISIS allegedly for disobeying its
orders or contacting Iraqi security.
Gulbahar Bayatli, 31, is a famed
Turkmen female fighter. The mother of three comes from Amirli. When
ISIS seized Amirli on June 10, 2014,
“hundreds of women and children
were evacuated by helicopters but
I and tens of other women insisted
to stay,” Bayatli said in an interview.
“We provided food to the fighters and, since we were armed with
machine guns, we helped guard our
homes,” she said. “Under siege and
heavy fire by ISIS for 82 days, we did
not surrender.”
On September 1, 2014, ISIS pulled
out of Amirli in the first known Iraqi
victory in the war on ISIS.
Suda Khlaf al-Swidawy, a woman
from Anbar province dared to stand
up to ISIS fighters.
One day, ISIS fighters came to her
doorstep to introduce themselves
and meet the men of the house,
Swidawy adamantly refused. According to a relative who was there,
Swidawy insisted that “as long as
she’s alive, she will not allow them
to step a foot in her house.
“They shot her dead and met the
men in the household.”
Sameer Yousif, a pseudonym used
for safety reasons, reports on ISIS
in northern Iraq.
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Hezbollah international financing targeted by US bill
Martin Jay

Beirut

L

ebanon’s banking system,
the country’s last bastion of free market success, appears to be in the
middle of a spat between
Hezbollah and the Lebanese government.
Despite a constitutional crisis
that has left Lebanon without a
president and the war in next-door
Syria, Lebanon’s banks have remained profitable, seemingly bulletproof like the central bank itself
or indeed the Lebanese lira, which
has not budged against the US dollar in years.
Years of turmoil have created
a unique banking system able
to withstand regional and local
shocks from political strife and
wars, raising its central bank governor to a level comparable to other heroes etched into the annals of
the country’s troubled history.

Nasrallah urged the
Lebanese
government to
“protect” its citizens
against US
sanctions.
That might explain why the sector is being eyed by Hezbollah as a
subject that will pay dividends if
attacked, verbally at least, by the
Shia group.
Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah is feeling the heat from a US bill
passed in December that marginalises his party from entering the
sector, either locally in Lebanon or
internationally.
Most who know Hezbollah know
that it is not interested in using the
Lebanese banking system but that
has not stopped Lebanese banks

from being extra sensitive about
being linked in even the slightest way with the party, which has
had money-laundering scandals in
recent years, snaring at least one
Lebanese bank in its web.
A coterie of silver-haired Lebanese bankers is to visit the United
States to reaffirm the commitment
of Lebanon’s financial institutions
to international resolutions aimed
at combating money laundering
and so-called terror financing,
barely weeks after the ink dried on
US President Barack Obama’s laws
that tighten financial sanctions on
Hezbollah.
The trip follows the US House
of Representatives unanimously
passing the Hezbollah International Financing Prevention Act of 2015
in December. It aims to prevent the
party and “associated entities from
gaining access to international financial and other institutions”.
The law, drafted before Obama’s
move to bring Hezbollah’s chief
sponsor Iran into the fold of diplomatic relations with the West,
punishes any financial body that
does business with Hezbollah and
its backers.
Experts in Lebanon have been
trying to fathom whether Nasrallah’s words were just the typical
knee-jerk, anti-US rhetoric usually
found in his firebrand speeches or
there was something lingering beneath the surface.
Earlier in December, Nasrallah
urged the Lebanese government
to “protect” its citizens against US
sanctions but stressed that Hezbollah neither channelled funds
through Lebanese financial institutions nor had any money stashed
in Lebanese banks.
The Lebanese delegation, led by
Association of Banks in Lebanon
Chairman Joseph Tarbey, is to visit
Washington at the end of January,
when meetings are scheduled with
officials from the US departments

Lebanon’s Central Bank in Beirut.
of State and Treasury, as well
as congressional members who
drafted the law targeting Hezbollah. Many of those representatives
hail from hawkish groups that
condemn Obama’s radical move
to draw Iran into the international
community.
The delegation is also to visit
New York to meet representatives
of correspondent banks. Critical to
its activities is to assure the Americans that Hezbollah — or any of its
associates — can taint the spread
sheets of Lebanese banks that are
hooked into the global financial
system. Its worries are that one
incident could lead to Lebanese
banks being ostracised by Washington.
It is very unlikely Lebanese

banks would be hung out to dry,
though. A senior source from Lebanon’s banking industry told local media recently that “Lebanese
banks are already subject to the
independent monetary authority
represented by the Central Bank
of Lebanon and cannot violate international laws because it would
jeopardise their membership in
the global financial system”.
The central bank continues to do
a sterling job at keeping the lira stable and attracting deposits. Its governor, Riad Salameh, is regularly
serenaded as a presidential candidate based on his unique formula
of sustaining the world’s highest
inflation-adjusted interest rates to
maintain a dollar peg that is key to
luring funds. The trade-off is high

borrowing costs but it is a price
worth paying to keep the lira solid.
Could the same words be used
when examining Hezbollah’s financial and political accounts? It is
the best kept secret in Beirut that
party officials are on half salaries
as the fruits of Iran’s boom economy — pitched at 3.8% growth for
2016 — are pencilled in for years,
rather than months, to come. In
the meantime, expect some sour
grapes.
Martin Jay is the Beirut
correspondent for the Daily
Mail and the founding editor
of An-Nahar English (Lebanon)
newspaper.
Follow him on Twitter:
@MartinRJay.

Can Frangieh cut Lebanon’s Gordian knot?
View poi nt

Michael
Young

A

fter 18 months
without a president,
Lebanon in November appeared to be
moving towards a
presidential election. For now, however, that
project has been frozen. Yet
whatever happens, the presidential saga showed both the
limitations and salutary effects
of Lebanon’s sectarian powersharing system.
In May 2014, when Lebanon’s
previous president, Michel Suleiman, stepped down, there was no
consensus over a replacement.
A leading Christian candidate,
Michel Aoun, who is allied with
Hezbollah, sought to be president but was strongly opposed
by a coalition of forces led by the
Future Movement bloc of former
prime minister Saad Hariri, which
backed Aoun’s Maronite rival,
Samir Geagea, leader of the Lebanese Forces party.
Because Aoun and his allies did
not enjoy a majority and feared
that an election might lead to a
Geagea victory, he and his bloc
boycotted the sessions. Hezbollah, in solidarity with Aoun, and
because the party did not want to
fill the presidential vacuum, did
so, too, along with another Shia

Lebanon has been
described as a “garden
without a fence”.
Doubtless it is but it’s a
garden nonetheless.

ally. This prevented a quorum so
there could be no election and
Lebanon gradually sank into institutional oblivion.
For a time, the government of
Prime Minister Tammam Salam
was able to manage without a
president. However, because the
president always comes from the
Maronite community, while the
prime minister is a Sunni, the void
undermined the sectarian balance
of power in the state.
Soon, this created havoc as
Aoun’s ministers, to raise the heat
and facilitate Aoun’s election, demanded that all cabinet decisions
be unanimous. They argued that,
since the presidency was vacant,
Christian ministers collectively
represented the president and
had a right to veto decisions.
This unruly, unconstitutional
mechanism immediately broke
down. Because the dispute was
seen as affecting the political
prerogatives of the Maronites and
Sunnis, a compromise proved
impossible. Lebanon’s sectarian power-sharing system had
reached deadlock.
By October, Lebanon seemed
on the verge of collapse: There
was no president, the cabinet was
not meeting and parliament was
in limbo. Regional powers, as well
as the United States and France,
were increasingly alarmed that
the disintegration of the state
was inevitable and could lead to
sectarian conflict.
Amid fears that Lebanon
would go the way of Syria and
with jihadi groups active in the
country, Saudi Arabia, the United
States and France sought to fill
the presidential vacuum. Sectarian bargaining began to seek a
solution.

The question was which Maronite candidate could bring the
different sides, and their regional
sponsors, together. Aoun had so
alienated the Sunnis that he faced
a Saudi veto, therefore one from
the Future Movement. Geagea,
the candidate of the March 14
Coalition, was equally unacceptable to Iran and Hezbollah.
A way out of the stalemate
seemed possible when Hariri
met Suleiman Frangieh in Paris.
This appeared to presage a deal
in which Frangieh would become
president and Hariri prime minister.
Frangieh is a Maronite from
northern Lebanon who is allied
with Hezbollah, as well as a personal friend of Syrian President
Bashar Assad. Yet he is acceptable
to Hariri and the Saudis because
he has Maronite legitimacy and is
not regarded as overtly hostile to
the Sunnis.
The hinted-at Frangieh-Hariri
arrangement sent shockwaves
through the Lebanese system.
Aoun resented that Frangieh, an
ally, was trying to push him aside.
Geagea was angry that Hariri
had abandoned him in favour of
a pro-Syrian candidate close to
Hezbollah. Both sought to block
a Frangieh presidency, seriously
crippling its chances, though it
was Hezbollah’s opposition that
was decisive. The party said it
would continue to back Aoun
whatever happened.
More interesting was how the
sectarian power-sharing system,
which had led to a domestic
standstill, for a time also offered
an opening towards a resolution.
Not that Lebanon’s system is
anything but dysfunctional, but
those condemning it are bound to

Lebanon’s
powersharing
system is
good at
generating
stalemate
but
invariably
outside
intervention
is required
to break
the Gordian
knot.

be surprised by its flexibility.
This is one of Lebanon’s paradoxes. As the Middle East faces
sectarian conflicts in Syria, Iraq
and Yemen, strangely enough the
one country riven by sectarianism has succeeded, until now at
least, in maintaining the reflexes
of sectarian compromise and
coexistence. Partly that’s because
of the nature of the system itself,
which has institutionalised such
behaviour.
Where other Arab countries
with mixed sectarian populations
had advocated a mythological
Arab nationalism, one that allegedly replaced sectarian and
tribal divisions with loyalty to a
broader Arab nation, Lebanon accepted its sociological reality and
built a system reflecting it.
That is why, despite nearly 16
years of civil war, the country
remained one, even as once-centralised Arab states have broken
apart, without any social contract
to reconcile their different communities.
But one should not go too far.
Lebanon’s power-sharing system
is good at generating stalemate
but invariably outside intervention is required to break the
Gordian knot. For now, the knot
holds.
Lebanon has been described
as a “garden without a fence”.
Doubtless it is but it’s a garden
nonetheless, one whose eccentric
system has allowed opportunities
for conciliation, even when all
hope was lost.
Michael Young is a commentator
and analyst based in Beirut. He
is the author of The Ghosts of
Martyrs’ Square: An Eyewitness
Account of Lebanon’s Life Struggle.
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Jordan, Israel doing business as usual
Raied T. Shuqum

Amman

J

ordan and Israel are on
schedule with plans to transform a joint industrial zone
in the kingdom into a regional logistics hub that uses
Israel’s Mediterranean port of Haifa
for all trade activity.
Publicly, the plan is hushed and
some government officials deny it
to defuse negative public reaction
over doing business with Israel.
However, it is too significant for
Jordan and could prove to be lucrative in the long run.
The idea is to turn the Jordan
Gateway Industrial Park and Private
Free Zone (JGIP), which operates as
a free-trade zone since its founding
in 2002, into a regional logistics hub
in two years by linking it with Israel
via a bridge across the countries’
common border.
The plan provides an alternative
and a much safer, viable and organised, route for Jordanian exports to
Europe through Haifa, as passages
via Syria and Iraq remain sealed
due to war and militant violence.

“The relationship is
so strategic that it
surpasses the
political tensions
and differences,”
Ayesh said.
In November 8th, Israel offered a
tender to build a bridge to connect
both sides of the planned industrial
park spanning the Jordanian-Israeli
border. However, two days later,
Montaser Oqlah, chairman of the
Jordan Investment Commission,
publicly denied there was such a
project. “We have no plans for such
a park and we did not discuss the
idea with the Israelis,” Oqlah said in
a statement.
On the other hand, the Jordanbased JGIP General Manager Qasem

al-Tbaishi confirmed the plan in an
exclusive interview with The Arab
Weekly.
The plan to expand business with
Israel has drawn condemnation
from opponents of peace with Israel. Munaf Mujalli, head of a national
committee that opposes normal
ties with Israel, said the government’s plan was a “crime that the
government must be held accountable for”.
Mujalli, head of the Jordanian
Higher Committee to Protect the
Homeland and Resist Normalisation, said the “Zionists have been
planning and pushing for this industrial zone to happen since the
late 1990s”, adding, ”They want
their products to be sold in Jordan
and the rest of the region.”
The government’s repeated denials are designed to soothe possible
public anger over doing business
with Israel. The objection is usually
the most severe among Jordan’s
Palestinian community, especially
as Israel is widely blamed for a high
death toll in the latest Palestinian
violence in the West Bank, which
started over a Muslim shrine in Jerusalem in October.
Roughly half of Jordan’s 8 million population is of Palestinian
families, including refugees and
their descendants who fled or were
forced out of their homes by Israel
in the 1948 and 1967 Arab-Israeli
wars. With blood ties to the West
Bank and also Gaza, many of Jordan’s Palestinians flatly reject any
dealings with Israel. Reports that
Israel is grabbing more West Bank
land, or shooting Palestinians,
makes it harder for the state to publicly announce deals with its neighbour with which it signed a peace
treaty in 1994.
However, the project is too valuable to put it on hold. Jordan’s trade,
including exports of fruits and
vegetables, incurred tens of millions of dollars of losses because it
used alternative — more expensive
— routes to Syria and Iraq. Jordan
has also lost significant markets for
its products in both countries and

(Photo courtesy of JGIP.net)

The exterior of JGIP in the northern Jordan Valley.
through them to Lebanon and Turkey.
Economist Hosam Ayesh said
Jordan’s economic ties with Israel
were very special.
“The relationship is so strategic
that it surpasses the political tensions and differences,” Ayesh said.
He said despite tensions, Jordan
had “never proposed cutting economic ties with Israel”.
Two-way trade with Israel
reached $365 million in 2013 and a
nearly similar level in 2014, according to Israel’s Central Bureau of Statistics. There were no figures available for 2015.
Tbaishi said he “received neces-

sary approvals from the Jordanian
government to complete the project”.
“At present, we have ten companies at the park and the number of
companies will skyrocket when the
bridge is complete in less than two
years,” Tbaishi said.
Established in 2002 in Jordan as a
peace dividend for both countries,
the jointly managed JGIP aims to
become a regional cargo trade hub
and reposition the Haifa port as a
trans-shipment and logistics alternative to the closed land routes
through Syria, to and from Europe.
A 67-km railway connecting
Haifa and the Israel-Jordan border

for a new container terminal is under construction, according to JGIP
officials.
JGIP is 90km north of Amman
but lies 8km south of a passenger
bridge, called Sheikh Hussein, linking Jordan with Israel.
The project on the Israeli side
would mainly be offices, warehouses and export and trade-related facilities, while in Jordan, a
full-fledged industrial complex will
remain in place, according to JGIP
officials.
Raied T. Shuqum, based in
Amman, has reported on regional
issues since 1999.

Israel and Palestine: Dysfunction all around
View poi nt

Hussein
Ibish

2

015 was disastrous for
both Israelis and
Palestinians alike. The
social and political
equation has rarely
seemed this bleak.
The Israeli government led by
Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu just isn’t interested in a
serious peace agreement with the
Palestinians. Twenty years ago
Netanyahu was where he is now:
defending the status quo from
Jewish Israelis demanding fundamental changes.
However, then he was fighting
a peace camp to his left which
wanted a two-state solution. Now,
he is fending off a powerful and
growing movement to his right, although it is heavily represented in
his own cabinet, that wants Israel
to annex much, or even all, of the
West Bank.
Only the idea that the occupation is temporary can explain how
Israel is still a Jewish or democratic state but how can any situation
that has lasted almost 50 years
still be seen as “temporary?”
The de facto greater Israeli state
contains a non-Jewish majority

2015 was disastrous
for both Israelis and
Palestinians alike.

and cannot be considered democratic because most of the Palestinians living in it are disenfranchised non-citizens without basic
human, civil or political rights.
The status quo is suicidal for
Israel, yet Netanyahu’s remarkably
sustained term of office has been
based on protecting and defending
it from all challenges.
The Palestinian leadership is
also in crisis. The Palestinian
Authority (PA) may, in reality, have
already internally collapsed. If so,
this will reveal itself over the next
few years.
With no peace process with
Israel, a crisis of legitimacy and ineffective governance, the current
PA has little to offer Palestinians.
It has been stifling rather than
promoting civil society. Corruption is getting worse rather than
better. PA President Mahmoud
Abbas has been wasting his time
and energy pursuing trumped-up
accusations to harass perceived
political rivals.
Abbas has been grooming chief
negotiator Saeb Erekat to succeed him but Abbas’s passing is
more likely to reveal the political
incoherence of Fatah and the PA
and produce no clear or effective
leadership. Even while Abbas is
president, violence in the West
Bank could trigger events leading
to the collapse of the PA.
This lack of any political horizon
for ending the Israeli occupation
and nothing much to believe in
beyond the family home has led
to a series of apparently spontaneous attacks by Palestinians against

Israelis. This violence, which
is matched by attacks against
Palestinians by extremist settlers
and Israeli occupation forces, has
produced a “new normal” in occupied cities such as East Jerusalem and Hebron of grinding, daily
attacks.
They are not enough to be
called another uprising but they
are obviously the precursors of
a potential eruption of violence
on a much greater scale. When
that happens, as seems inevitable
without any significant change,
it is hard to imagine the PA as we
have known it surviving. Israel
would probably end up reoccupying the West Bank cities.
Hamas rule in Gaza has been
significantly worse in almost
every way than the mess in the
West Bank. Most people in the
West Bank can clearly see that one
way their situation could become
worse is to become another Gaza.
Yet Hamas might still inherit the
leadership of the Palestinian national movement by default.
If a crisis produced by widespread violence or a political collapse initiated by the death of Abbas or some other catalyst brought
the PA crashing down and Fatah
splintering into numerous rival
factions, Hamas might triumph
through no virtue or success of its
own but because it remained the
last national Palestinian organisation standing.
The United States also has
failed wretchedly. After the end
of the Cold War, American policy
focused on the two-state solution

2015
quietly but
meticulously
laid the basis
for 2016 to
be not only
worse but,
potentially,
produce
a real
catastrophe.

but now Washington has moved
on. Israel has no interest in a
two-state solution and there is no
evidence that the United States is
preparing to, or capable of, independently champion or salvage
this agenda.
In effect, it has been cast aside
and it is hard not to conclude that
the only thing that could prompt
the United States to restore the
two-state solution to its list of
Middle East priorities is renewed
interest on the part of Israel. It
is doubtful that Washington is
willing to try to force anything
like this on Israel, which means
that the American commitment to
Palestinian statehood was always
much more hollow than it appeared.
Change always happens but in
this instance, with all three major
parties trapped in dysfunctional
policies and with no framework
or mechanism for improving the
status quo, that change is unlikely
to be positive.
Indeed, 2015 quietly but meticulously laid the basis for 2016 to be
not only worse but, potentially,
produce a real catastrophe. If that
does not occur next year, unless
someone does something significant soon, then it is just a matter
of time.
Hussein Ibish is a senior resident
scholar at the Arab Gulf States
Institute in Washington, a weekly
columnist for The National (UAE)
and NOW Media and a monthly
contributing writer for The
International New York Times.
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Maghreb integration still in limbo
growth in Europe, which absorbs
almost 80% of Tunisian trade.
Although Libya is a market for
only 5% of Tunisian exports, this
represented more than 35% of Tunisian gross domestic product (GDP),
on average, over 2008-13.
Exports to Libya increased nearly
24% per year from 2000-13, compared to 14.7% for total Tunisian
exports. That growth in Tunisian
exports to Libya has been stalled by
the Libyan crisis, according to UN
Economic and Social Commission
for Western Asia (ESCWA).
Libya’s political instability resulted in its oil exports plunging more
than 60%.
Lower oil prices halved Algeria’s
hydrocarbon export revenues and,
with a $47 billion annual import
bill, its economic resilience is being
tested. Algerian economists warn of
a serious crisis, similar to the austerity of 1986 that led to the unrest that
ushered in a decade of violence, if
oil prices slip further.
Morocco, like Tunisia, has a more
diversified economy than Algeria
and Libya but it also is the most
EU-dependent and suffers when
growth slows in Europe.
“The Maghreb project is being put
aside. The sheer weight of change
leaves people and states with other
urgent things to deal with now,”
said a senior diplomat, who asked
to not be named.
Libya’s mayhem escalated security concerns in Algeria and Morocco
as well as extra tensions between
the two countries. Libya’s formerly
prominent, although often disruptive, role in the Maghreb and Africa
has been replaced by a vacuum that
is being exploited by competing Islamist militias.
“Under [Muammar] Qaddafi,
Libya was taken into account by
leaders in Algiers and Rabat as they
pursued their strategic rivalry. Now
they are fiercely face-to-face and
hand-to-hand with no other state
in the region able to mitigate their
dustup,” a Western diplomat said.
“The worsening security situation due to jihadist activity is fuelling frenetic competition between
Morocco and Algeria over who can
earn first place as anti-terror ally of

Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

T

he Arab Maghreb Union
(AMU) has yet to deliver
closer
security
cooperation, diplomatic rapprochement and free
trade for a region of the approximately 100 million people united
by a common historical and cultural
heritage but divided by lack of political will.
According to the World Bank,
from 2005 through 2015, the economies of Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia would have grown 34%, 27%
and 24%, respectively, if economic
integration had been in place in the
Maghreb. The bank estimated that
the lack of economic integration
cost the region 2% annually in lost
growth. Moreover, an integrated
region would have attracted more
foreign investment than individual
markets.

One of the main
causes of the
perennial tension
between Algeria and
Morocco remains
the Western Sahara.
In 2015, Maghreb countries did
not come any closer to reaping the
dividends of integration and closer
political cooperation as the AMU
was plagued by the rivalry between
Algiers and Rabat, whose border
has been closed since 1994.
An example of the region’s snail
pace to integrate their economies,
the AMU announced in December
the launch of the Maghreb Bank for
Investment and Foreign Trade. That
Tunis-based bank had been planned
for 25 years ago an prospects for
progress in 2016 are doubtful.
Tunisia’s economy has stagnated
since the ouster of former president
Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali in 2011 and
is not expected to enjoy decent economic growth (meaning around 4%)
until 2017, according to its Central
Bank forecasts. Libya’s crisis worsened Tunisia’s woes, as has slow

A 2013 file picture shows Moroccan and Algerian flags in Saidia, at the border between the two
countries.
the US and other Western powers.”
Mohamed Chtatou, a political scientist at Rabat University, assessed
the Maghreb region through its
separate states: For now, the winner
is undoubtedly the Moroccan monarchy as it is a symbol of stability,
though it is yet to totally fulfil the
promises of devolution of power
made during the “Arab spring” era.
In Algeria, as oil revenues dry
up, the military-backed leadership
faces two hard choices: Cut subsidies at the risk of popular turmoil
or keep the subsidies to preserve
social peace and tap Algeria’s sovereign fund. The latter option would
impede economic development in
the short and, probably, long runs.
“The chances are the military will
opt out for the second choice,” added Chtatou.
“Probably the only magic potion
that could resuscitate Libya is the
return of the Senussi monarchy but
will all the sides accept this painful
solution? The answer, for the time

being, is ‘No’.”
Meanwhile, Algeria increased its
defence budget 170% from 2002-11.
Morocco’s budget increased 42%
during the same period.
“Algeria and Morocco are locked
in an underground fight about who
will wield the most influence in Libya. Each side sees Libya as the big
prize that could enhance their role
in the Maghreb and weaken the other side,” a Western diplomat said.
On December 1st, Algeria hosted
a gathering of the seven countries
neighbouring Libya to discuss the
future of the country. Morocco was
not invited.
Morocco, however, is where most
of the UN-sponsored negotiations
between Libya’s factions have taken
place and the kingdom was the site
of the signing of the December 17th
accord.
Nevertheless, Algeria has a
stronger military, better experience with terrorism and a deeper
knowledge of terrorist groups in the

region and is thus poised to play a
bigger role in Libya if Algiers were to
intervene as part of an international
coalition, wrote Yahia Zoubir of the
Kedge Business School in France
and Djallil Lounnas of Montreal
University.
“This would permit [Algeria] to
participate in the post-intervention
political settlement and prevent
Egypt and the Gulf Arab states from
imposing their plans not only on
Libya but on the region,” Zoubir and
Lounnas wrote in their analysis.
One of the main causes of the perennial tension between Algeria and
Morocco remains the Western Sahara, believed to be rich in oil and gas
as well as other minerals and fishing
wealth. For Morocco, the issue is
one of “national sovereignty” and
not just economics.
Since 1979, Morocco has claimed
the former Spanish colony as part of
its territory while Algeria backed the
pro-independence Polisario Front.
The conflict is far from resolved.

Tunisians express less support to Salafists, political Islam
security and its image abroad.
Suicide bombings, assassinations,
assaults on secular activists and
clashes between jihadists and security forces have raised concerns
among Tunisians and frightened
away tourists and investors the
country badly needs.
Some 80% of Tunisians questioned in 2015 said they had no
trust in Salafists, versus 55% stating such a view in 2013; 3% in 2015
said they fully trusted Salafists,
compared to 11% in 2013.
The opinion polls were conducted in 2013 and 2015 by a team from
the University of Maryland, in collaboration with the universities of
Michigan, Eastern Michigan and
Longwood and in conjunction with
Tunisian institutions.
Over recent years, Ansar al-Sharia has emerged as the principal
jihadist Salafist organisation in

Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

A

recent survey indicates
a decline in support for
Salafism and political
Islam in Tunisia, against
an increase in religious
tolerance in recent years.
The survey, conducted last
spring and summer and released
at the end of December, reflected
rising public support for secular
democracy and openness to the
outside world even though Islamists remain a political force in government and society.
The trends seem to bear the impact of the steady escalation of jihadist militancy. Terror incidents,
particularly since 2013, have undermined the country’s sense of

100%
90%
80%

Tunisians’ views on religion and politcs
University of Maryland survey Tunisia An Oasis of Peace and Tolerance
73%

73%

70%

71%

65%

63%

60%

53%

50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%

Tunisia better if religion and
politics are separated
(strongly agree/agree)

Having an Islamic govt
(fairly/very bad)

2013

2015

Good govt implements only
sharia (least/not important)

Tunisia. It has attracted young followers through charity work and a
radical narrative of confrontation
with the West.
The government and independent civic groups accuse Ansar
al-Sharia of violence, including
attacks on art galleries, bars and
trade union offices; a September
2012 assault on the US embassy in
Tunis, bombing plots, attacks on
the Tunisian military and the 2013
assassinations of two political leaders.
Attitudes vary within the ranks
Tunisia’s Salafists. Many do not
advocate jihad, adhering to what
pundits call “scientific” or “scripturalist” Salafism. Other Salafists
reject politics altogether. They say
mixing politics with Islam is a corrupting distraction that soils God’s
law with that of man.
Some Salafists have chosen to
take part in the political process.
In March 2012, the government
legalised Jabhat al-Islah (The Reform Front). Two months later, the
government legalised the Tunisian
branch of Hizb ut-Tahrir, an international Salafist organisation. Hizb
ut-Tahrir rejects party politics, although it functions as a legally organised party.
The survey indicated Tunisians
respondents lean more towards
Western-style government, backing in higher numbers religious
tolerance, embracing their national
identity and showing less support
for political Islam. During the 2014
parliamentary elections, Tunisia’s
mainstream Islamist party, Ennahda, came in second behind Nidaa
Tounes, the main secularist party.

Ennahda won about 30% of the
vote in 2014 compared to the 37%
in elections in October 2011.
The victory of Nidaa Tounes in
2014 reflected a negative verdict on
the Islamists’ performance when in
power in 2012 and 2013. Senior Ennahda figures concede that managing the country’s affairs, including
security and the economy, had
proven more difficult than they
had anticipated.

Some 80%
of Tunisians
questioned in 2015
said they had no
trust in Salafists.

Beji Caid Essebsi, the veteran
politician who founded Nidaa
Tounes in 2012, went on to win the
presidential elections and lead his
party to legislative victory in 2014
over scepticism about the Islamists’ ability to rule the country.
Nearly three-quarters of Tunisians questioned in 2015 said the
country would be better off if Islam
did not mix with politics, the same
as in 2013, according to the survey.
Those who stated a negative perception of Islamic government rose
from 63% in 2013 to 71% in 2015,
poll data showed.
The number of Tunisians who
said the country would be better off
if the government followed Western-style government rose from
47% in 2013 to 57% in 2015. A sign
of some political maturity, the ratio
of Tunisians backing military rule

fell to 29% from 36% even though
confidence in the army rose to 95%
against 92% two years earlier.
The decline of support for political Islam among Tunisians has
been accompanied by a rise in the
sense of national pride from 77% to
84%.
Tunisians identifying themselves as “citizens of Tunisia” rose
to 51% from 47% while those who
saw themselves as “Muslims above
all” declined from 59% to 52%.
The survey indicated a shift in
the mindset of Tunisians towards
more openness and respect of other
religions and cultures. The number
of Tunisians who said they were
against non-Muslims being banned
from practising their religion in Tunisia rose from 81% to 89% while
those who opposed children being
not allowed to learn about other
faiths went from 77% to 88%.
On a scale of one to ten, the number of Tunisians who gave a high
opinion of Americans’ morality
rose to 4.97, while the perception
of the morality of fellow Tunisians
fell from 6.04 to 4.82. This trend
was in stark contrast with the ultraconservative world view, which
often describes American values as
corrupt.
In contrast with 10% of the public that deems it important for Tunisians to work for the implementation of sharia, no less than 74%
say it is an “important obligation”
instead to “excel in science and
technology”.
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis. He has
covered North Africa for decades.
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Arab militaries adapt to ‘hybrid’ threats
Sabahat Khan

Dubai

H

eightening
tensions
and political polarisation characterised 2015
in the Middle East.
With the perpetuation of the Assad regime in Syria,
the consequential rise of the Islamic State (ISIS) and instability in
Yemen, Arab militaries witnessed
a continuation of trends in threat
dynamics generating a new category of security challenges. Their
impact is becoming more evident
in the defence posture and spending by Arab militaries.
Traditionally, Arab states approached defence in numbers
— more personnel, vehicles, aircraft and essentially any type of
military equipment. This generally
translated into greater confidence
in confronting prevailing threats.
That was a justifiable approach to
defence when the most serious
threats to Arab states emanated
simply from Israel or ideologically
motivated regimes, all challenging the status quo and contending
to inspire some manner of revolution, in an unstable neighbourhood.

Arab militaries
manoeuver to
respond to an
evolving threat
environment where
armed non-state
actors grow in
influence.
Powerful,
armed
non-state
threats employing unconventional
and asymmetric military tactics
represent serious threats alongside traditional ones. Arab militaries are re-posturing to prepare
for hybrid wars, where a milieu of
armed non-state actors will operate in unison with state actors.
The emerging threat environment
has far-reaching implications in
defence planning for Arab states,
especially as the Middle East again
becomes a battleground in global

power competition.
The rise of non-state actors presents new challenges given their
preferred modus operandi, which
typically avoids direct combat
and instead employs tactics, techniques and procedures designed to
keep them out of the line-of-sight.
Hit-and-run operations, snipers,
ambushes and improvised explosive devices, swarming, hostagetaking, torture, mass executions
and embedding in civilian populations to maximise the chance of civilian deaths in an attempt to deter
air targeting from enemies are all
common among armed non-state
actors.

Contending with
hybrid threats
requires a different
approach to the
challenge of
traditional threats.
Contending with hybrid threats
requires a different approach to
the challenge of traditional threats
from state foes and priority has to
be given to a different set of technical capabilities and likely mission
profiles for military operators. For
example, hybrid threat-focused
forces typically prioritise manoeuverability over endurance, tactical
intelligence-gathering over longrange, multi-domain surveillance,
close-in air support over beyond
visual range targeting and rapid
deployment over maintaining a
larger, more dynamic set of multimission capabilities.
Although US Secretary of Defense Ashton Carter recently questioned the focus of Arab militaries
on building up air power at the expense of investing more in ground
force capabilities, Arab states are
paying greater attention to the sort
of capabilities required to meeting the type of emerging hybrid
threat posed by ISIS and similar
non-state actors bent on leading
insurgency campaigns. Although
Arab militaries will not discount or
make redundant the other drivers
to strategic defence posture and
planning, there is a growing shift
towards recalibrating defence ca-

New challenges. Saudi Royal Air Force performing at the Riyadh military airport, in the Saudi capital.
pabilities.
Saudi Arabia is finalising a new
purchase of heavy and light armoured vehicles, Sea Hawk helicopters with advanced precision
rockets and procuring dozens of
unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs)
from the United States. Riyadh has
also ordered a number of Spydr
aircraft, used by the United States
to track Taliban insurgents in Afghanistan. The Saudis are busy
with a $1.29 billion effort to replenish inventories of laser-guided
bombs and precision-strike warheads being depleted by ongoing
operations in Yemen.
As the UAE mulls a new combat
aircraft purchase, it is acquiring
AgustaWestland AW609 searchand-rescue tilt-rotor aircraft, locally manufactured UAVs for intelligence-gathering. The UAE will
become the first country to receive
advanced Predator drones. Additionally, it has ordered 500 Nimr
vehicles and upgrades for an ex-

isting fleet and is buying 80,000
type CAR 816 modern assault rifles as well as an acoustic hostile
fire warning system for its ground
forces.
Egypt bought two Mistral warships from France — each of which
can carry 16 helicopters, four landing craft and 13 tanks. Egypt has
also reportedly agreed to purchase
50 Kamov Ka-52 attack helicopters from Russia, believed to be
deployed on the Mistrals. Egypt
is acquiring additional AH-64D
Apache attack helicopters from the
United States as well as receiving
upgrades for Abrams tanks.
Lebanon, in the midst of a $3
billion Saudi-funded modernisation programme, set to deliver
armoured combat and transport
vehicles, Cougar helicopters and
corvettes. Lebanon has boosted its
firepower by doubling its arsenal
of howitzers and acquiring Caesar
self-propelled guns, as well as airlaunched Hellfire and TOW II mis-

siles for the first time. Additionally, Cessna Caravan aircraft will
provide Lebanon new airborne
intelligence-gathering capabilities,
supporting its purchase of six A-29
Super Tucano aircraft.

Arab militaries are
re-posturing to
prepare for hybrid
wars.
The most salient features of armament acquisitions in 2015 has
been a movement towards gearing
up for the threat of hybrid wars,
which require a different approach
and set of technical capabilities to
traditional security threats. These
developments are likely to become more pronounced as Arab
militaries manoeuver to respond
to an evolving threat environment
where armed non-state actors
grow in influence and insurgencies
gain in intensity.

Double standards on border security

View poi nt
Martin Sieff

S

hould Arab nations be
ashamed of maintaining strong border
defences and security
checkpoints? They
shouldn’t be. The
United States and the countries
of the European Union certainly
aren’t.
For decades, Western
democracies regarded walls as
tool of oppression as was the
Berlin Wall. US President Ronald
Reagan delivered one of his most
memorable speeches when he
addressed the leader of the Soviet
Union asking him to remove the
wall separating East from West
Berlin.
“General-Secretary Gorbachev,
if you seek peace, if you seek
prosperity for the Soviet Union
and Eastern Europe, if you seek
liberalisation, come here to this
gate. Mr Gorbachev, open this
gate. Mr Gorbachev, tear down
this wall!” Reagan said on June
12, 1987, in a speech in front of
the Brandenburg Gate.

Should Arab nations be
ashamed of maintaining
strong border defences
and security checkpoints?
They shouldn’t be.

Great thoughts, inspiring words
but they haven’t lasted very well.
Today, less than 30 years later, it’s
the United States and European
countries that are busy throwing
up new barbed-wire obstacles,
fences and concrete walls as fast
as they can construct them.
When Saudi Arabia over the
past decade built fences and
boosted security on its borders
to control the flow of immigrants
from Yemen and to prevent
the chaos Bush administration
policies had inflicted on Iraq
from spilling over into the desert
kingdom, US policymakers and
pundits at best looked the other
way but they certainly didn’t
approve.
The future as laid out by the
inspired visionaries and prophets
of the Heritage Foundation, the
American Enterprise Institute,
the Cato Institute and those other
temples of the faith of secular free
markets and “Instant Democracy
for All” was clear: Walls were
evil, fences were pessimistic.
Whoever built them to protect
their own populations was guilty
of lack of faith in the future. All
such governments deserved to be
toppled. Off with all their heads!
Except, a funny thing happened
on the way to the millennium:
The world steadily got more
chaotic and dangerous.
The more governments were
toppled by the Americans and the
Europeans, the more chaos spread

as a result — not democracy, not
free markets, not joyous freedom
for all.
It turned out that the cautious
Saudis, lectured for so long
by Thomas Friedman and the
devotees of his influential book
The World Is Flat, were right after
all.
The world wasn’t flat. People
weren’t all the same. New and
ancient dangers alike lurked in
the teeming urban wastelands
of war-smashed societies and
anarchy-cursed failed states.
Finally, with a sublime
indifference to their previous
decades of preaching a Flat World
and Open Borders for
All, the Americans and the
Western Europeans are
frantically throwing up their
own border defences against
the spreading chaos their own
policies and preaching did so
much create.
At least this is in line with
historical experience:
Throughout history man has felt
safer behind walls from Hadrian’s
Wall in Roman Britain 1,900 years
ago to the Great Wall of China.
The Israelis, who preached open
borders to the Soviet Union for so
long, over the past decade have
run up a Great Wall of their own.
They call it a fence, however the
Palestinians refer to it as the
apartheid wall because in some
places it is a wall and in other
parts it is a ditch defence in a wall.

Walls have
become
the latest
security
fashion in
Europe,
even while
Europeans
and
Americans
continue
to lecture
Arabs for
erecting
them.

Now the Europeans are
building walls to keep
immigrants out: Walls have
become the latest security
fashion in Europe, even while
Europeans and Americans
continue to lecture Arabs for
erecting them in their own
defence.
A report in the British Daily
Express newspaper on December
6th listed at least 13 countries in
Europe building walls, barbedwire fences or other border
barriers to keep “The Unwanted”
out. The list included Russia,
Ukraine, Austria, Slovenia,
Bulgaria, Spain, Macedonia,
Greece, Turkey, Serbia, Estonia,
Croatia and Hungary.
I am no stranger to walls. I
come from Belfast, Northern
Ireland, a city that for decades
was divided by ugly walls built
to keep its competing Christian
communities from slaughtering
one another.
Walls can be built by tyrants
for the worst of reasons or by
free, civilised peoples desperate
to defend their way of life for the
best of reasons.
If Americans and Europeans
continue to turn up their noses at
walls built by Arab countries to
protect themselves, they might
consider abandoning the policies
that wreaked havoc on so much
of the region that caused the need
for those walls to be built in the
first place.
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Turkey mends fences with Israel
Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

F

aced with growing turmoil
in neighbouring Syria and
a deepening row with
Russia that could threaten
energy supplies, Turkey is
moving to repair ties with Israel after years of crisis.
Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan says rapprochement between Turkey and Israel would
benefit a region destabilised by the
Syrian war. Erdogan, admired by
supporters for his tough stance towards the Jewish state, argues that
better relations between the two
US allies are in everyone’s interest.
“Israel needs a country like Turkey in this region,” Erdogan said
January 2nd during a trip to Saudi
Arabia. “And we, too, must accept
that we need Israel. This is a reality
in the region.”

Erdogan is at pains
to point out that
Turkey’s change of
course could
ultimately benefit
Palestinians in the
Gaza Strip.
Ties between Turkey and Israel,
which were close allies during the
1990s but grew apart as Ankara
criticised Israel’s policies in the
Hamas-ruled Gaza Strip, broke in
May 2010 when Israeli commandos
killed ten Turkish activists on a ship
bound for Gaza, the Mavi Marmara.
Ambassadors were withdrawn and
bilateral relations downgraded.
Under pressure from the United
States, concerned about the tensions between two of its allies in
the Middle East, Israel apologised
for the death of the activists in
2013. Turkey says full normalisa-

tion of ties depends on compensation from Israel to victims’ families
and an easing of the blockade of
the Gaza Strip.
Erdogan added that Turkey was
keen to see an end to Israeli actions
around the al-Aqsa mosque in Jerusalem, one of Islam’s holiest sites.
“If both sides implement necessary
measures based on mutual sincerity, normalisation will follow,” he
said.
Turkey has been sending signals of goodwill. In December, the
country’s small Jewish community
was allowed to celebrate Hanukkah, the Jewish Festival of Lights,
publicly for the first time since the
founding of the Turkish republic in
1923.
Officials of the two countries met
in December and both sides say negotiations are continuing. Reports
said Turkey would scale down the
activities of Hamas in its territory
and expel a senior Hamas official
as part of a deal with Israel. Turkey
would also end a trial in Istanbul,
in which Israeli officials are being
tried in absentia for their role in the
Mavi Marmara attack, the reports
said.
After years of Israel-bashing,
the Turkish government has to be
careful not to give the impression
that it is appeasing the Jewish state
and its policies in the Gaza Strip. In
2014, Erdogan accused Israel of behaving worse than Nazi Germany
in its policies towards Gaza.
“Any steps taken to improve ties
are significant as long as it supports
efforts to resolve the Palestinian issue,” the Turkish pro-government
newspaper Daily Sabah said in an
editorial. “There can be no doubt
that as long as the current Israeli
policy towards Gaza remains, the
Turkish public will be wholly opposed to any sort of rapprochement.”
Erdogan is at pains to point out
that Turkey’s change of course

could ultimately benefit Palestinians in the Gaza Strip. He said Israel had suggested that the Gaza
blockade could be lifted for goods
and building materials from Turkey. The president said Turkey was
ready to send an electricity-generating ship to the Gaza coast to help
overcome energy problems in the
strip.
Turkey’s efforts to find common
ground with Israel come at a time
of increased tension between Ankara and Moscow over the Syrian
conflict. Russia imposed sanctions
on Turkey following the downing
of a Russian warplane on the Syrian border by Turkish fighter jets
on November 24th. There is concern in Turkey, which depends on
natural gas from Russia, that Moscow might cut energy supplies, especially after Russia cancelled the
Turkish Stream gas pipeline project
following the downing of the jet.
“The crisis with Russia has
pushed Turkey to try to diversify its
energy resources,” columnist Verda
Ozer wrote in the Turkish newspaper Hurriyet Daily News. As newly
discovered natural gas fields in the
eastern Mediterranean could make
Israel a future energy exporter, the
issue is seen as one of the driving
factors behind the thaw in TurkishIsraeli relations. Reports said Turkish and Israeli officials resolved to
include cooperation in the area of
natural gas in a possible agreement
to seal the return to normality between the two states.
Politically, the row with Russia
has intensified Turkey’s need for
partners in the region as the Syrian war grinds on. Ankara is pushing for an end to the rule of Syrian
President Bashar Assad, while its
relations with major regional players such as Egypt, Iraq and Iran are
difficult.
“The Syrian crisis is another issue on which Turkey may seek
quiet Israeli support, particularly

Stepping closer. A 2013 file picture shows a billboard on a main
street by the Ankara municipality to thank Turkish Prime Minister
Recep Tayyip Erdogan three days after Israeli Prime Minister
Binyamin Netanyahu apologised to Turkey over the death of nine
Turkish citizens on board a Gaza-bound flotilla in 2010.
the support of Israeli intelligence,
which may prove crucial to Turkish war efforts,” Dan Arbell, a nonresident senior fellow at the Center
for Middle East Policy at the Brook-

ings Institution, wrote in a recent
analysis.
Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Istanbul.

Ankara imposes visas on Syrian migrants
Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

U

nder pressure by Europe to stem the westward flow of migrants,
Turkey is introducing
visa requirements for
some Syrians arriving at its borders.
The regulation, which went into
effect on January 8th and applies
to Syrians arriving by air and by
sea, marks the end of six years of

visa-free travel between Turkey
and Syria. In response, Syria said it
would introduce visa requirements
for Turkish citizens.
Ankara insists the visa step is a
tool to combat rising illegal immigration and that its current rules for
Syrians at land borders remains in
place. “Turkey remains committed
to the open-door policy, which has
been in place since 2011,” a Turkish
government official told The Arab
Weekly, requesting anonymity in
line with government protocol.
The new visa regime is the latest

A man carrying a child tries to reach the shore after disembarking
from a dinghy on which they crossed a part of the Aegean sea with
other refugees and migrants, from Turkey to the Greek island of
Lesbos, on January 3rd.

sign of the pressures the international refugee crisis has imposed on
Turkey. Since the start of the Syrian
war in 2011, the country has taken
in more than 2 million refugees
fleeing the conflict tearing apart its
southern neighbour.
Although hundreds of thousands
of Syrians travelled on to the European Union in 2015, refugee numbers in Turkey remain high as new
people arrive, Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu said in December. “Despite the wave [of refugees towards Europe], numbers in
Turkey are not sinking,” he said.
Europe received more than 1
million refugees in 2015, the highest numbers since World War II.
Davutoglu’s government and the
European Union have agreed on a
deal under which Turkey is to curb
illegal migration to Europe in exchange for progress in Ankara’s EU
membership bid and an easing of
travel restrictions on Turks visiting
EU countries.
Davutoglu in December renewed
Ankara’s call for the creation of safe
zones in Syria. Turkey wants a strip
of land in northern Syria along the
Turkish border cleared of Islamic
State (ISIS) militants and says it is
ready to build entire cities made
of container houses for hundreds
of thousands of people. The idea
was to provide Syrians with a safe
environment in their own country
“so that new people don’t come” to
Turkey or Europe, Davutoglu said.
Ankara has yet to win international
support for the plan.
With the safe zone project on
hold, Turkey is turning to other
measures to stem the flow of refugees.
The Turkish government official
said the new visa regime for Syrians was designed to tackle illegal
migration. “Turkey introduced the

new visa regime to address the notable growth in the number of Syrians arriving in the country with
fake passports,” the official said.
“Most cases are related to vessels
coming from Egypt and Lebanon
but there is a broader problem.
Considering the security environment in the Middle East right now,
fake Syrian passports represent a
national security threat.”

Since the start of the
Syrian war in 2011,
the country has
taken in more than 2
million refugees.
Migration experts confirm there
has been a marked increase of Syrians arriving in Turkey by air. One
reason is a change of policies in
Baghdad, they say. The Syrian government in 2015 made it easier for
Syrians abroad to obtain or renew
passports but increased fees. The
Syrian newspaper Al Watan reported in October that authorities had
issued 829,000 passports since the
start of 2015, filling government coffers with $520 million in fees from
applicants abroad.
Regular flights from Beirut or
Amman to Turkey have taken
many Syrians to Istanbul or other
cities without the need of a visa.
Although using this route costs
several hundred dollars per head
in visa fees and plane tickets, it is
much easier than the trek via the
land border.
Taner Kilic, head of Multeci-Der,
a Turkish non-governmental organisation helping refugees, said
many Syrians arriving by air went
straight on to Greece. “Syrians
from Lebanon and Iraq have been
arriving in Turkey perfectly legally
by air,” Kilic said. “They fly to Is-

tanbul or Bodrum and head for the
coast.”
Ankara sees its new visa regulation as a tool to weed out Syrians
entering Turkey with fake identification. The Turkish government
official said Syria’s change of passport rules could be one reason behind the increase of people travelling with false passports. It was
possible the new approach by Damascus to issue more passports was
not “meeting certain standards due
to capacity issues”, the official said.
“This new policy could be a contributing factor in the rising number of fake Syrian passports.”
Pressure by the European Union
has led to stricter controls by Turkish law enforcement agencies along
the Aegean, where thousands of
Syrians board flimsy rubber dinghies every week to cross to one of
the Greek islands just kilometres
off the Turkish coast.
According to news reports, more
than 1,000 refugees were picked up
by police and army units along the
Aegean in the second half of December. Authorities in the coastal
province of Izmir said operations
there had netted almost 26,000
refugees in 2015. A total of 341
suspected people smugglers had
been arrested, they said. Almost
3,800 people are thought to have
drowned trying to reach the European Union by boat from Turkey or
from northern Africa.
As a result of the Turkish action
and winter weather that makes the
crossings more difficult, the numbers of refugees arriving in Greece
dropped towards the end of 2015.
The EU border agency Frontex said
in December that refugee numbers
decreased in November for the first
time. That month saw the arrival
of 108,000 people in Greece, down
from 150,000 in October.

January 8, 2016

15

Turkey Russia

News & Analysis

Has Turkey gone too far with Russia?
Stephen Starr

Damascus

S

ince June 2013, Turkish
President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan has taken on and
overcome hundreds of
thousands of pro-democracy activists, independent journalists, the cleric and former ally
Fethullah Gulen, a rising Kurdish
political class and elections that
threatened to blow apart his plans
for an executive presidency.
But in his tiff with Russia, he and
the ruling Justice and Development
Party (AKP) face an altogether different calibre of opponent. Since
Turkey shot down a Russian jet on
the Turkish-Syrian border on November 24th, relations between the
two once closely interdependent
countries have plummeted.

Turkey has been on
the lookout for
alternative
suppliers, with the
United States and
Algeria most likely
to fill any gap left by
Russia.
Turkey insists the jet violated its
airspace while Russia claims the
aircraft, which crashed on Syrian
soil, never left Syrian territory. Russia’s deputy foreign minister wants
Turkey to pay compensation and
guarantee a similar incident will
not happen again.
Turkey is holding firm. “The protection of our land borders, our
airspace, is not only a right, it is a

duty,” Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu said in the days after the incident. Turkey “will never
bow down to pressure from Russia”, Erdogan said in early December.
Russia says the jet’s black box,
which was opened in the company
of international experts, is “unreadable”, which has given Turkey
an advantage in the battle for control of the narrative.
One of the most galling aspects of
falling out with Russia for the Turkish leadership centres on broader
aspects of the Syria conflict. For
more than four years, Russia has
shipped weapons, supplies and
moved warships to the Syrian regime using a route that passes just
metres from an office used by the
past two prime ministers. The office sits on Istanbul’s Bosphorus
strait from where Russian vessels
sail to Syria in plain view. In the
days after the jet incident, a man on
a Russian warship passing through
Istanbul was seen holding a rocket
launcher on his shoulder, sending
Turkish media into a frenzy.
Away from the chest beating it is
worth looking at what the fallout
looks like in real terms for Turkey.
Before the jet incident Turkey exported about $1 billion worth of
foodstuffs to the Russian market,
much of which has since been embargoed. In 2014, 4.5 million Russian tourists visited Turkey, worth
close to $4 billion to the local economy — 15% of all Turkey’s international tourism income. Moscow has
now essentially banned its citizens
from visiting Turkey.
In sum, bilateral aid between the
two is valued at $30 billion and, on
the whole, it seems clear that Turkey needs Russia much more than

Fateful moment. A burning Russian fighter jet coming down after being shot down near the
Turkish-Syrian border, in Hatay on November 24, 2015.
the other way around.
Yet the cold, hard figures do not
tell Turkey’s whole story. A domestic market of 76 million people
means that national consumption
of the now-cheaper fruit, vegetables and poultry will help offset the
loss of the Russian market.
Furthermore, even though onefifth of all Russian liquefied natural gas (LPG) goes to Turkey — 40%
of all Turkish vehicles run on LPG
rather than more expensive petrol
— guaranteed access to this crucial
fuel is of huge importance to Ankara. As a result, Turkey has been
on the lookout for alternative sup-

pliers, with the United States and
Algeria most likely to fill any gap
left by Russia.
Ties with Israel are back in the
cards, meaning that, among other
points, plans for building a natural
gas pipeline from Israel to Turkey
may reopen. Energy from Iraq and
Iran forms a cornerstone of Turkey’s fuel needs.
And after years of distancing itself from Europe, Turkey can now
rely on political backing from the
European Union as Brussels appears happy to send billions of dollars Ankara’s way as long as the flow
of desperate refugees and migrants

into the continent slows.
Erdogan was not born yesterday.
The AKP government he helped establish and mould is, for better and
worse, a ruthless organisation and
yet arguably has been the most successful political force in the Muslim
world for the past decade. He is
convinced a small spat with Russia
will not change that and he might
be right.
Stephen Starr is an Irish journalist
who lived in Syria from 2007-12.
He is the author of Revolt in Syria:
Eye-Witness to the Uprising (Oxford
University Press, 2012).

Will Putin play the ‘Kurdish card’ against Turkey?
View poi nt

John C.K.
Daly

I

n the aftermath of the
November 24th downing of a
Syrian-based Russian Su-24
bomber that allegedly
violated Turkish airspace,
Russian-Turkish relations
quickly plummeted to their worst
level since the Cold War.
Russian President Vladimir Putin
immediately denounced the action
as a “treacherous stab in the back”
committed by “accomplices of
terrorists”, demanded an apology
and ordered the deployment of
sophisticated S-400 long-range
anti-aircraft missile systems to the
Hamim airbase in Latakia being
used by Russia.
Three days later Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
warned that Russia was “playing
with fire”.
At the heart of the dispute are
Ankara’s and Moscow’s polar
opposite views on Syria. Turkey
maintains the departure of Syrian
President Bashar Assad as essential, a position that Russia totally
rejects. Beyond this dichotomy,
further differences emerge over
who constitutes a terrorist in
Syria’s convoluted civil war.
Russia maintains that forces
battling the Islamic State (ISIS) and
assisting the Syrian military are to
be supported, including the Kurdish Workers’ Party (PKK) affiliate in
Syrian Kurdistan, the Democratic
Union Party (PYD). Turkey views
both groups as terrorists and the
Turkish military has repeatedly
attacked the PKK and on occasion
PYD positions in recent months.

Russia is clearly seen in
the ascendancy as having
taken a strong military
stand against ISIS.

And it is here that Russia, if
pressed further, could make life
difficult for Erdogan by providing
support to both groups above and
beyond diplomatic cover.
Russia’s ambassador to Turkey
Andrei Karlov has infuriated Ankara by noting that his government
does not consider either the PKK or
the PYD as terrorist groups, further
galling the Turkish government by
bluntly pointing out: “Neither the
PKK nor the PYD are considered
terrorist organisations by either
Russia or the United Nations Security Council.” Underlining this, in
August, PYD leader Salih Muslim
visited Moscow.
Moscow is also providing political support to Turkey’s pro-Kurdish
Peoples’ Democratic Party (HDP.)

On December 23rd, HDP leader
Selahattin Demirtas met Russian
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov in
Moscow, where they discussed the
possible opening of a HDP office
there. After referring to Turkey’s
downing of the Russian fighter as
“not right”, Demirtas added: “They
(the AKP) made a coup after June
7.”
The next day Turkish Prime
Minister Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu told a meeting of businessmen in Ankara: “[The HDP] take
sides with whoever Turkey is facing a crisis with. Demirtas saying in
Moscow that Turkey’s downing of
the Russian jet was wrong is a total
disgrace and treason.”
Demirtas retorted at a news conference in Istanbul after returning

Erdogan
may find
Putin’s
“blowback”
includes
support
from Kurds
not only
in Iraq and
Syria, but
Turkey
itself.

Russian Defence Minister Sergei Shoigu (R), shows President Vladimir Putin, on
December 8th, a flight recorder from the Russian warplane that was shot down by
a Turkish jet on November 24, 2015.

from Russia: “I will apologise if
(the government) can state a single
benefit for Turkey in the downing
of the Russian jet.”
Demirtas’s visit fuelled AKP
suspicions that there is a RussianKurdish deal in the making with
Putin trying to manipulate the
Kurds in Syria to overstep Turkey’s
red lines along the Turkish-Syrian
border. The reality that Erdogan
will eventually face is that both
the Kurds and Russia, with their
stalwart military operations
against ISIS, are winning the global public relations campaign, while
Turkey is increasingly viewed as a
covert ISIS enabler.
Should further Turkish antagonism goad Russia to directly arm
the PKK and PYD, the consequences for Ankara could be immense,
particularly if the PYD succeeded
in establishing an autonomous or
fully independent region in northern Syria along the Turkish border,
leading to increased unrest among
Turkey’s own Kurds.
In world public opinion Russia
is clearly seen in the ascendancy
as having taken a strong military
stand against ISIS, while Turkey is
perceived as having aided in the
rise of the jihadist group by maintaining a porous border, while
surreptitiously aiding and abetting ISIS’s black market oil trade.
Adding the proverbial fuel to the
fire, Putin recently alleged that
Erdogan’s son Bilal was actively
engaged in the trade.
If Erdogan persists in further
“provocations” against Russia,
he may find Putin’s “blowback”
includes support from Kurds not
only in Iraq and Syria, but Turkey
itself — a far higher, scorched
earth cost than declining tourism
revenues and vegetables rotting in
the fields.
Who’s “playing with fire” then?
John C.K. Daly is a
Washington-based specialist on
Russian and post-Soviet affairs.
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Nuclear deal in jeopardy over Iran
missile spat
James Bruce

Beirut

T

he
landmark
nuclear
agreement between Iran
and US-led world powers,
which raised expectations
that nearly four decades
of hostility between the Islamic
Republic and the United States was
coming to an end, has been plunged
into jeopardy over a swelling dispute over Iran’s ballistic missile programme.
The United States was reportedly
planning to levy new sanctions on
Iranian companies and individuals
after Tehran test-fired missiles on
October 10th and November 21st.

The new sanctions
reportedly being
prepared by the US
Treasury would
target 12 companies
and individuals in
Iran.
Those launches did not violate
last July’s ground-breaking agreement, under which crippling international economic sanctions
imposed on Iran would be lifted in
return for Tehran curtailing its contentious nuclear programme. The
tests, however, were a breach of UN
Security Council Resolution 1929,
passed in 2010, that banned Iran
from testing ballistic missiles that
could one day carry nuclear warheads.

The tests indicate that Iran still
seeks to develop at least intermediate-range missiles, suggesting that
hardliners in Tehran are looking to
strengthen Iran’s strategic deterrence as it engages in a string of
proxy wars across the Middle East
and to develop more powerful missiles, possibly as first-strike weapons, despite the prospect of rapprochement with the West that the
July 14th agreement held out.
Iran already has the largest missile armoury in the Middle East
and has long made clear it is determined to become a long-range missile power to rival Israel, the only
Middle Eastern state with a ballistic
force and nuclear arms.
This was pressed home on October 14th, days after the Emad medium-range missile test-firing, when
Iranian state television showed a
vast tunnel network inside a mountain with what appeared to be
Ghadr ballistic missiles mounted on
mobile launchers. This was said to
be one of several secret installations
built by the Islamic Revolutionary
Guards Corps (IRGC) across Iran.
It is not clear how far the brewing
missile dispute could affect the nuclear agreement but other elements
are also coming into play that are
raising hackles on both sides and
could wreck the fragile efforts to
improve US-Iranian relations.
Tehran is angry about a new US
anti-terrorism measure, enacted by
US President Barack Obama on December 18th, that restricts visa-free
travel for people who have visited
Iran, Iraq, Syria or Sudan since 2010.
For its part, the United States accused IRGC naval units of carrying

out “highly provocative” rocket
tests on December 26th near the
aircraft carrier USS Harry S. Truman
and vessels it was escorting through
the Strait of Hormuz, the narrow
gateway in and out of the Gulf.
Tehran denied that and accused
the United States of waging “psychological warfare” against Iran.
The missile dispute hardened after UN experts ruled on December
11th that Iran’s October 10th testfiring, the first of the medium-range
Emad ballistic missile, violated UN
sanctions. It remains unclear what,
if any, action the Security Council
will take.
The new sanctions reportedly
being prepared by the US Treasury would target 12 companies and
individuals in Iran, including two
commercial networks that operate
in Hong Kong and the United Arab
Emirates to provide special materials to develop long-range missiles.
Tehran argues that the planned
US sanctions are illegal and it has
been backed by Russia and China,
two of the states that signed the
July 14th nuclear agreement. Iran
argues that the proposed sanctions
violate the Vienna pact.
On December 31st, the Obama administration apparently decided to
delay the sanctions.
That may have been to head off
a collision with Iran as the sanctions would have blocked US businesses from moving into the Iranian
market once the Vienna deal takes
effect, although there was no indication this was the reason for the
postponement.
The same day, Iranian President
Hassan Rohani ordered Defence

Minister Hossein Dehqan to expand Iran’s missile programme in
response to Washington’s “hostile
policies and illegal and illegitimate
meddling against Iran’s right to develop its defensive power”.
That was seen as a direct challenge to the United States. Dehqan
declared: “Iran’s missile capabilities
have never been the subject of negotiations with the Americans and
never will be.”

Iran already has
the largest
missile armoury
in the Middle
East.
Major-General Mohsen Rezaei, a
former IRGC commander and currently secretary of the powerful
28-member Expediency Council
that advises Supreme Leader Ali
Khamenei, urged Dehqan to accelerate the development of missiles
with a range of 5,000km, which he
said would put US targets within
Tehran’s reach.
“Iran’s missiles can already hit
any part of the Middle East, including Israel,” observed missile specialist Michael Elleman of London’s
International Institute for Strategic
Studies.
But he stressed that Iran is “likely
to face difficulties if it decides to
develop a ‘second generation’ intermediate-range missiles of 4,000km
to 5,000km using solid-fuel technology… There is little reason to believe that the Islamic Republic could
field such a missile before 2018.”

An October 2015 file picture
shows the launch of an Emad
medium-range ballistic
surface-to-surface missile in
an undisclosed location.

As Iran elections loom, Khamenei unleashes the Guards
Ed Blanche

the Guards’ intelligence wing was
up and running, Khamenei used it
to crush student uprisings in 1999,
the first real eruption of open defiance against an increasingly repressive regime.
But a countrywide wave of
protests by dissidents after the
disputed June 2009 presidential
elections, widely seen as rigged
by the regime to defeat reformist
Mir-Hossein Mousavi and give the
hard-line incumbent Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad a second term, convinced Khamenei that the greatest
threat the regime faces is internal
dissent.

Beirut

A

s Iran’s clerical leadership strives to turn
the country into the
paramount state in the
Middle East, Supreme
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei
has been increasing the powers of
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards
Corps (IRGC), giving it primacy
over the intelligence establishment and internal security to an
unprecedented degree.
Add this to the IRGC’s military
supremacy over the regular armed
forces and its control of the nuclear
and ballistic missile programmes,
its growing economic clout and its
emerging influence as the cutting
edge of Tehran’s expansionist foreign policy and it is clear the corps
has become the regime’s — and
Khamenei’s — enforcer.
This many-tentacled organisation is answerable only to Khamenei, who as supreme leader is
elected by regime insiders and is
the ultimate power in Iran, leaving
the president, elected by popular
vote, with little real authority.
The current president, Hassan
Rohani, who seeks to liberalise Iranian politics and society and who
was the driving force behind the
landmark July 14th nuclear agreement with US-led global powers
that he hopes will achieve that
aim, is in Khamenei’s cross hairs
— as witness a recent round-up of
reformists, intellectuals and others
by the IRGC’s intelligence branch
that is widely seen as shot across
Rohani’s bow.
The IRGC was formed by Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini in May
1980 as the ideologically sound
praetorian guard of the clerical regime that would eschew politics.
However, since Khamenei became
supreme leader in 1989, following
Khomeini’s death, it has become

The IRGC’s
Intelligence
Organisation
(IRGC-IO) is
Khamenei’s
secret weapon.

An Iranian woman walks past a poster of Iran’s Supreme Leader
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei in Tehran, last November.
highly politicised.
Khamenei has steadily consolidated the power of the supreme
leader and his plans were accelerated in 1997 with the election of a
reformist president, Mohammad
Khatami, whom he saw as a dire
threat to the Islamic regime.
The IRGC’s Intelligence Organi-

sation (IRGC-IO) is Khamenei’s secret weapon and one he has sharpened since he established it in 1997
after Khatami was elected in a
landslide victory and took control
of the Ministry of Intelligence and
Security (MOIS), a cabinet agency.
The IRGC-IO was intended to
supplant the MOIS and soon after

He ordered a major reorganisation of the security services after
the upheaval, during which thousands of reformists were rounded
up. Hundreds were killed. Many
were reportedly tortured. Others
were put on trial for corruption,
widely seen as a state ploy to discredit the reformist movement.
The IRGC-IO was given wider security powers and these have continued to grow, to the point where
the corps now effectively controls
domestic security while the authority of the civilian-led MOIS has
been reduced.
American analyst Geneive Abdo
said at the time that Khamenei’s
appointments gave “hardliners unprecedented powers. The appointees included some of the most
feared and brutal men in Iran, implying that the IRGC will become
an even stronger anti-democratic
tool in the state’s hands and making any… dissent from its ranks far
more unlikely.”

Among those men was Khamanei’s close confidant, Hojjatoleslam Hossein Taeb, who
became director of the IRGC-IO.
Taeb, a middle-ranking cleric, had
been Khamenei’s student during
the 1978-79 Islamic revolution,
was deputy head of MOIS counterintelligence in 1989-97 and head of
the Basij, the regime’s sprawling
paramilitary force, in 2008-09.
During his time at the MOIS,
Taeb, 52, became notorious as one
of the regime’s harshest interrogators. The US Treasury Department
blacklisted him in 2010 for human
rights abuses. The European Union
followed suit the following year
because “forces under his command participated in mass beatings, murders and detentions and
tortures of peaceful protesters”.
Khamenei’s continued empowerment of the IRGC-IO “will result
in continued intimidation of Iranians who support domestic reforms
and improved relations with the
West,” observed Nima Gerami of
the National Defense University.
“In such a political climate, the
intensity of the IRGC-IO’s activities send a strong message that the
conservative camp will wield blunt
force to resist attempts at moderating the Islamic Republic,” she
wrote in a November 25th analysis
for the Washington Institute for
Near East Policy.
“The fate of the IRGC is linked
with the fate of the Iranian theocracy,” observed Udit Banerjea
of John Hopkins University in an
Autumn 2015 Journal of Strategic
Study analysis.
“Internal dissent remains the
IRGC’s greatest threat and the danger of a Green revolution coming
to pass in full is ever-present. The
IRGC was able to mobilise the Basij
to disrupt the movement in 2009
but as social media and other potentially socially disruptive technologies continue to evolve… it
may be more difficult to contain it
the next time.”
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Evangelicals hold sway among US Republicans
Rasha Elass

Washington

C

hristian evangelicals represent the US voting bloc
that most strongly supports Israel, while among
the general public, views
in favour of a two-state Israeli-Palestinian solution and greater US impartiality are growing, a recent poll
indicates.
Evangelicals comprise a minority of opinion among voters that
the United States should veto any
UN Security Council resolution to
endorse a Palestinian state, the poll
suggests.
The findings indicate the gap between Republicans and Democrats
on Middle East policy begins to narrow when the evangelical factor is
removed from the data.
“The issue of Israel in American
politics is considered principally a
Republican issue but, in fact, our results show, it’s principally the issue
of evangelical Republicans,” Shibley
Telhami, the poll’s principal investigator, told The Arab Weekly on the
sidelines of a presentation of his
findings at the Brookings Institution
in Washington.
Telhami’s poll, conducted in
November, was sponsored by the
Anwar Sadat Chair for Peace and
Development at the University of
Maryland. A total of 1,738 people,
randomly selected, completed the
50-question survey, giving the data
a margin of error of 3.3%.
“There are, of course, partisan
differences on Middle East policy
in American public attitudes but
what’s most striking is that much
of the differences between Republicans and the national total disappears once one sets aside evangelical Republicans,” he said, adding
that evangelicals comprise 10% of
the general population, but 23% of
Republicans. Almost no evangeli-

cals claim to be part of the Democratic Party.
The survey shows that in dealing
with the Israeli-Palestinian conflict
overall, 77% of evangelical Republicans want the United States to
favour Israel, compared to 29% of
Americans overall and 36% of nonevangelical Republicans.
In contrast, 66% of all Americans
and 60% of non-evangelical Republicans asked said they believe the
United States should not favour
either side. Half of Democratic respondents say Israel yields “too
much influence” over US policy.

77%
of evangelical
Republicans want
the United States to
favour Israel.
“That’s the big story, even if it’s
more complicated than the numbers,” said Telhami. He added that
the absence of previous data on this
particular question makes trend assessments difficult but future data
should shed some light on whether
Democratic voters increasingly eschew Israeli influence over US Middle East policy.
And when it comes to a possible
Security Council vote to endorse
the establishment of a Palestinian
state, six out of ten evangelical Republicans said they would want the
United States to cast a veto, compared with almost four out of ten
of non-evangelical Republicans.
Among the general public, 26% said
they favour a veto.
While it has been a given in US
elections that a candidate’s position
on Israel may sway the race one way
or the other, Telhami’s poll shows
that evangelical Republicans are
twice as likely as their fellow Re-

A gathering of pastors at an American Renewal Project dinner in Westminster, Colorado.
publicans to consider a candidate’s
stance on Israel as a major deciding
factor. Among the general public,
26% consider Israel a deciding factor.
Particularly interesting is the
popularity among evangelicals of
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin
Netanyahu despite the diplomatic
rows between Washington and Tel
Aviv that embarrassed even the
staunchest Jewish supporters. Before the Iran nuclear agreement,
Netanyahu broke diplomatic protocol in bypassing the White House
to publicly address the US Congress
in an 11th-hour attempt to persuade
US lawmakers to vote against it.
Despite the blunder, which was
publicly condemned by some Jew-

ish groups, two-thirds of evangelical Republicans polled said they
hold Netanyahu in a favourable
light, compared with 47% of nonevangelical Republicans and onethird of the general public.
One possible explanation for
the unwavering support for Israel
among evangelical Republicans is
their apocalyptic religious views.
According to the survey, twothirds of evangelical Republican
respondents said they believe that,
in order for the second coming of
Christ to occur, current-day Israel
must include all the land that was
promised to Israel in the Old Testament. Three out of four Evangelicals
also said that the unfolding violence
across the Middle East is a sign that

the end times are nearer and that
world events will turn against Israel
as the world approaches the end of
days.
Even though evangelicals comprise a minority among Republican
voters, candidates feel compelled to
cater to them.
“It’s about the intensity of opinion, not about the exact size,” Telhami said. “Evangelicals who believe in the second coming, that’s
an intense view. If you are the Republican candidate, you’re going to
appeal to the minority who are most
intense.”
Rasha Elass is a Washington
correspondent for The Arab
Weekly.

Can UK Labour Party overcome its divisions?
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

T

“

he spectre of Iraq,
Afghanistan
and
Libya looms over this
debate. To oppose
another reckless and
half-backed intervention isn’t pacifism. it’s hard-headed common
sense,” Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn warned members of his own
party, opposing the British government’s motion to expand UK air
strikes against the Islamic State
(ISIS) from Iraq into Syria.
But 67 Labour MPs, including
senior members of his shadow
cabinet, rejected Corbyn’s “hardheaded common sense” and voted
with the government in favour of
air strikes. The motion passed comfortably on a 397-223 vote.
“Britain needs a strong Labour
Party. Britain needs a Labour Party that can rebuild after this defeat so we can have a government
that stands up for working people
again. Now it’s time for someone
else to take forward the leadership of this party,” Ed Miliband announced in May, after one of the
party’s worst electoral defeats in
history. He could scarcely have imagined that he would be succeeded
by Corbyn, a 66-year-old notorious
back-bench rebel.
For years divided between rival so-called Blairite and Brownite camps, the Labour Party gave
rise to a new term in September;
the Corbynista. The self-described
democratic socialist and republican
comfortably secured the Labour
leadership, thanks in large part to
a membership system brought in
by Miliband that saw some 100,000

Two faces of Labour. Shadow Foreign Secretary Hilary Benn (R),
speaks at the House of Commons, next to Labour leader Jeremy
Corbyn (L), during a debate on launching air strikes against ISIS in
Syria, last December.
new members sign up to vote in the
party’s leadership election. It was a
strange and unexpected revitalisation just months after Prime Minister David Cameron’s Conservative
Party handed it the disastrous election defeat.
“Our party has changed. We have
grown enormously because of the
hopes of so many ordinary people
for a different Britain, a better Britain, a more equal Britain, a more
decent Britain,” Corbyn said in his
first speech as party leader. He
took pains to welcome new members to the party, as well as long-

time members who were returning
thanks to his focus on “old Labour”
values.
During that speech, Corbyn
called for a “new politics”. He said:
“Let us build a kinder politics, a
more caring society together. Let
us put our values, the people’s
values, back into politics,” distancing himself from the failed Labour
leaders who preceded him and the
Blair-Brown dynamic of the Labour
leadership contenders he beat to
the post.
Corbyn, a career politician with a
trade union background, is part of

the furniture of the Labour Party.
He began serving as MP for Islington North in 1983 during the era of
prime minister Margaret Thatcher.
Four prime ministers and six Labour leaders later, and still in the
same seat, he decided to stand for
the leadership post, not out of a
desire to reform the party but because it was his “turn” to represent
the far left.
Corbyn is a different kind of
Labour leader, something that is
reflected not only in his unassuming demeanour but also by his far
left-wing economic policies. He
successfully campaigned on an
anti-austerity platform, appointing controversial figure John McDonnell as his shadow chancellor.
Labour’s new economic policy includes greater taxation of the rich,
greater protection of welfare and a
move to nationalise major industries.
Blair, who swept to power in 1997
after rebranding the party as “new
Labour”, defended his particular
blend of politics in a recent article
for the Spectator magazine, while
taking an implicit swipe at Corbynism, which has been viewed as a
step backward in the party’s history.
“Many — especially in today’s Labour Party — felt we lost our way in
government. I feel we found it. But
I accept in the process we failed to
convince enough people that the
true progressives are always the
modernisers, not because they
discard principle but because they
have the courage to adhere to it
when confronted with reality,” the
former prime minister said.
“We tried to put the moral purpose of the Labour Party into practice, the only sort of morality worth
very much,” Blair said.

It is in foreign policy, more than
anything else, that the difference
between Corbyn and his predecessors, as well as the Labour leader
and the Conservative government,
is most stark.
Corbyn, former chairman of the
anti-war Stop the War coalition,
has taken a far more isolationist
role than previous leaders, saying he would like to scrap Britain’s
Trident programme — the current
generation of Britain’s nuclear submarines that forms the backbone
of the United Kingdom’s nuclear
deterrent — as well as consistently
voting against British military intervention abroad.

Corbyn is a
different
kind of Labour
leader.
2015 ended with Labour as a party divided, despite the enormous
party grass-root support that Corbyn continues to enjoy as leader.
Hilary Benn, the shadow foreign
secretary — and son of famed Labour politician Tony Benn — issued
an impassioned speech during the
Syria debate, systematically dismantling Corbyn’s case for a “no”
vote. “As a party, we have always
been defined by our internationalism. We believe that we have a
responsibility one to another. We
never have — and we never should
— walk by on the other side of the
road,” he admonished his party
during the speech. As he sat down
to a resounding round of applause,
many wondered what the future
holds for Labour.
Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.
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Saudi-Iranian row
ends prospect of
any OPEC deal to
curb oil glut
London

T

he collapse in relations
between Saudi Arabia and
Iran after the Saudi execution of a Shia cleric ends
speculation that OPEC
could agree to production curbs to
lift the price of oil any time soon.
A Reuters survey of Organisaton
of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) production showed
that Saudi Arabia ended 2015 with
its output at full tilt, with no sign
of cutting supply to make room for
Iran, which plans to ramp up its
output when international financial
sanctions are lifted.
According to the survey, compiled from shipping data, oil company figures and industry experts,
Saudi production for December
averaged 10.15 million barrels per
day (bpd). That means it was more
than 10 million bpd for nine consecutive months, the longest period
of sustained production above that
threshold for decades.

Several OPEC
delegates told
Reuters they saw no
chance of
improvement in
relations between
OPEC members.
The determination by Saudi Arabia, the world’s biggest exporter, to
defend its market share despite a
global glut has helped drive oil prices to their lowest point in 11 years.
The expected lifting of sanctions on Iran in line with a nuclear
agreement could provide the big-

gest increase in supply in 2016. The
world is producing 1.5 million bpd
more than it is consuming and Iran
is promising to add another 1 million bpd to supply over the next 12
months.
OPEC failed to agree to caps on
production at its December meeting
in Vienna, amid acrimony between
Saudi Arabia and Iran, the Gulf region’s main Sunni and Shia powers.
If there was any suggestion that
the two rivals might overcome
their animosity to agree to manage
supply, it was buried on January
3rd when Riyadh called off diplomatic ties with Tehran over Iran’s
response to the execution of Saudi
Shia cleric Nimr al-Nimr.
Several OPEC delegates told Reuters they saw no chance of improvement in relations between OPEC
members, which have been already
very poor for months.
“This new situation will just make
it worse and I see no agreement to
be reached within OPEC,” one representative to OPEC from a member country outside the Gulf region
said, on condition of anonymity.
Fellow Gulf OPEC members, the
United Arab Emirates and Kuwait,
have backed Saudi Arabia in the
diplomatic crisis that could deepen
sectarian tension in the Arab world.
Iraq has volunteered to mediate between Saudi and Iran. Baghdad, with tight links to Tehran,
would like to reopen an oil pipeline
through Saudi Arabia, which was
shuttered after the invasion of Kuwait in the 1990s, and is unlikely to
jeopardise that.
“The renewed surge in Saudi-Iran
tensions could further exacerbate
the ongoing fight for market share
and create additional downside

No caps. Secretary General of OPEC Abdalla Salem El-Badri of Libya speaks to journalists at the
meeting of the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries, OPEC, in Vienna, last December.
risks to commodity prices,” Bank of
America Merrill Lynch analysts said
in a note on January 4th.
Oil prices have lost two-thirds of
their value since June 2014 and hit
an 11-year low in December. Oil prices initially rose after the cleric’s assassination — the usual response to
events heralding turmoil in the Gulf
— but quickly settled back.
“There is certainly no chance
of Saudi Arabia scaling back its oil
supply to make space for Iranian
oil,” said Carsten Fritsch, analyst at
Commerzbank. “The existing oversupply may actually grow further in
the short term.”
Iran has called on OPEC producers, especially Saudi Arabia and
Iraq, to curb supply to accommodate its new volumes, arguing that
its production was artificially curtailed by years of sanctions over its

controversial nuclear programme.
Saudi Arabia and Iran, like other
OPEC members, need higher oil
prices to salvage their state budgets. The cartel has previously acted
jointly to curb supply even when
its members were at war, notably
when Iran and Iraq fought in the
1980s. This time around, however,
there is no sign of a deal.
Saudi Arabia has been increasingly willing to stand up Iran and
its allies, even militarily, since King
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud took
power in early 2015.
Riyadh in 2015 began a war to
stop an Iran-allied militia seizing
power in Yemen and boosted support to rebels against Tehran’s ally
Syrian President Bashar Assad.
While the tension between Saudi
Arabia and Iran may make it harder
to agree on measures to restrict oil

supply, Bjarne Schieldrop at SEB
Markets said the uncertainty it created could lead to prices going up.
More sectarian conflict in the
Middle East could herald supply
disruptions and possibly interfere
with the lifting of sanctions on Iran.
“The Sunni-Shia divide has now
become much deeper with possibly
more intense proxy wars in Yemen
and Syria. The risk picture in the
Middle East has clearly inched higher,” he said.
“While we still expect the sanctions to be lifted, the latest events
have definitely created some lastminute risk that things may not
move in the direction widely expected. If the sanctions are not
lifted as planned, it would clearly
reduce the projected crude oil surplus for 2016.”
(Reuters)

Natural gas finds may alter Mediterranean geopolitics
tive Officer Claudio Descalzi when
they met in September 2015.
After the meeting, it was said
that the new discovery off Egypt’s
coast, along with recent discoveries off Israeli and Cypriot shores,
would allow an eastern Mediterranean gas hub to contribute significantly to European energy security.

Amr Emam

Cairo

T

he discovery of huge reserves of natural gas in
the eastern Mediterranean will likely give birth to
new alliances that make
regional powers bury old differences and develop unprecedented
security, economic and strategic
cooperation, experts say.
New regional natural gas players — Egypt, Israel, Greece and Cyprus — are working to develop secure systems to deliver natural gas
from the eastern Mediterranean to
Europe, making the continent less
dependent on gas from Russia and
more capable of staving off Moscow’s influence, the same experts
said.
“New finds in the region make
cooperation among the new gas
producers essential for delivering
this gas to important markets, including Europe,” said Hossam Farahat, an oil and gas analyst. “What
makes this cooperation more possible is that most of the fields found
in the region are so close to each
other.”
In 2001, Egypt produced 21.2 billion cubic metres (bcm) of natural
gas. In 2011, the country produced
61.2 bcm. However, growing demand turned Egypt from an exporter to a net importer in the
same period. By 2015, gas production was 121.8 million cubic metres
(mcm) but domestic consumption
totalled 127 mcm, creating an even
bigger deficit.
Egypt’s natural gas export hopes

In 2001, Egypt
produced 21.2 billion
cubic metres (bcm)
of natural gas.
In 2011, the
country produced
61.2 bcm.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi (L), Greek Prime Minister
Alexis Tsipras (C), and Cypriot President Nicos Anastasiades
shake hands after their trilateral summit in Athens, last
December.
were resuscitated in August 2015
when the Italian company Eni announced the discovery of a supergiant natural gas field off Egypt’s
coast.
The company, which has been
operating in Egypt for almost 60
years, said the field, which covers
100 sq. km, had potential reserves
of approximately 30 trillion cubic
feet of lean gas, the equivalent of
5.5 billion barrels of oil.
Egypt says the reserves, which
amount to almost 40% of its confirmed natural gas reserves, would
be specified for satisfying local demand. Eni has started work in the
field, investing $12 billion, and it

says production is expected within
two years.
International energy research
centres expect Egypt’s natural gas
production to exceed local consumption by 2020. However, economists say Egypt’s need for foreign
currency may force it to speed up
the export of its natural gas, even
before 2020.
This opens the prospect for creating alliances in the Mediterranean region, where rising gas powers
can cooperate to deliver gas to Europe. This was included in talks between European Commissioner for
Energy and Climate Action Miguel
Arias Canete and Eni Chief Execu-

The same topic was high in the
agenda for Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi and Greek Prime
Minister Alexis Tsipras during their
meeting in Athens in early December. Tsipras had been in Tel Aviv a
few days earlier for similar discussions, according to Israeli media.
Farahat points to the need for
maritime boundary demarcation
agreements between the countries
to increase the possibility of cooperation regarding the vast reserves.
Other oil and gas experts, meanwhile, say talks between the three
states focus on transferring the gas
production — after satisfying local
demand — to Europe via Greece.
They add that Egypt and Israel
may build a pipeline from the Israeli port of Ashkelon to western
Egypt where there are two giant
gas-processing facilities on the
Mediterranean coast.
There the gas would be transformed to liquefied natural gas

(LNG) and shipped by tanker to Europe. Strategists in Cairo say natural gas was at the heart of conflict
between Russia and the West and
that exporting eastern Mediterranean gas to Europe would significantly contribute to reducing Europe’s dependence on Russian gas.
Turkey, which depends on Russia for a sizeable portion of its
oil and gas needs, may find itself
obliged to bury its differences with
Tel Aviv and Cairo — and possibly
Greece — to make up for Russian
gas in case its showdown with Moscow becomes more confrontational
following the downing by Turkey
of a Russian military jet on the border between Turkey and Syria.
Turkey has started moves to ease
differences with Israel but Egyptian experts rule out the possibility
that Ankara will do the same towards Cairo. The current Egyptian
government is not in the highest
regard of Turkish President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan, a keen supporter
of the Muslim Brotherhood, which
was the movement of president
Muhammad Morsi who was ousted
by the Egyptian Army in 2013 following mass protests against his
rule.
Political science Professor Tarek
Fahmi says the presence of a peace
treaty between Egypt and Israel
will make their cooperation in the
regards to natural gas easy.
“But I really doubt that Turkey
will be part of this cooperation
with Egypt, at least in the foreseeable future,” Fahmi said.
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab
Weekly.
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Saudi prince
cancels plans to
consider
investments
in Iran
Billionaire Saudi Prince Al-Waleed
bin Talal said he was cancelling consideration of all projects and investments in Iran, amid a diplomatic
row between Saudi Arabia and the
Islamic Republic.
Al-Waleed, writing on Twitter,
said he had refused the Iranian ambassador’s request for a meeting
and stopped all flights to Iran by the
budget carrier Flynas, in which his
investment arm, Kingdom Holding,
holds a 34% stake.
Saudi Arabia severed diplomatic
relations and froze commercial ties
with Iran after its embassy in Tehran
was stormed in response to the January 2nd execution of a prominent
Shia cleric, who had been convicted
of terrorism-related charges in Saudi
Arabia.
(Reuters)

Egyptian traders work on the floor of the stock market, in Cairo, Egypt.

Sluggish global economy will add to
MENA’s woes in 2016
have a continuing drop in the prices
of commodities including oil,” Flavius Mihaies, a political economist
at the World Bank, told The Arab
Weekly.
Global growth in 2015 fell short of
expectations, according to International Monetary Fund (IMF) data.
This slower than expected growth
might contribute to lower numbers
in 2016.
The US market expects an interest rate hike, possibly before the
new year, according to data from
Bloomberg. Interest rates have been
pegged to near 0% since December
2008, as the Federal Reserve tried to
stimulate the US economy. The Fed
has not raised rates since June 2006.

Rasha Elass

Washington

L

ow oil and commodity
prices combined with decreasing demand from China will contribute to a lessthan-stellar outlook for the
world economy in 2016. The migration crisis in Europe and the inevitability of rising interest rates in the
United States may also undermine
economic growth in many markets.
“The 2016 forecasts are pretty
bleak overall because you have contraction in global trade in part due
to less demand in China and you

Country

GDP Growth (%)
2015 estimate

GDP Growth (%)
2016 Forecast

Algeria

3.80

4.00

Bahrain

4.50

2.60

Comoros

2.00

3.60

Djibouti

6.00

6.20

Egypt

2.20

4.30

Iraq

-2.10

3.10

Jordan

3.10

3.50

Kuwait

0.10

1.50

Lebanon

2.00

2.50

Libya

-0.24

6.30

Mauritania

6.90

6.80

Morocco

2.40

5.00

Oman

2.90

3.20

Palestine

0.50

3.90

Qatar

4.00

6.60

Saudi Arabia

3.50

2.40

Somalia

2.60

4.60

Sudan

3.60

3.40

Syria

-2.3

-10.00

Tunisia

2.30

4.10

United Arab Emirates

4.60

2.50

Yemen

-0.20

13.70

Average annualised figures for 2015 based on estimates in
International Monetary Fund and World Bank periodic
reports issued between the fourth quarter of 2014 and
corresponding period in 2015.

While many US economists say
a rate hike is well overdue, an IMF
report warned against an uptick
in rates, arguing that such a move
would not be beneficial to the US
economy at this time of slower global growth. A rate hike will further
strangle growth in many emerging
markets. Europe, in particular, will
face unexpected challenges due to
the migration crisis. Mihaies said
that the terror attacks in Paris in
November may have put the continent on a path of having to choose
between fiscal responsibility and
beefing up security while managing
the migration crisis.
“After the attacks in Paris, [French
President François] Hollande is
choosing a security pact over a stability pact, emphasising security
spending over keeping the budget
under control,” said Mihaies.
“And this is now the big challenge
for Europe. If you keep your finances under control, you will have less
money to spend on immigrants and
on fighting terrorism. On the other
hand, if you want to spend more
money on immigrants and security,
you cannot meet the demands from
Brussels to keep your budget under
control. So it’s a very tough situation for Europe right now.”
Forecast for growth in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA)
region correlates directly with oil
prices, putting oil-producing countries such as Saudi Arabia and the
United Arab Emirates at the highest
disadvantage. This is particularly
ironic because it is Saudi Arabia’s
high production that is the main
factor behind low oil prices.
Lower oil revenues will also
translate into lower government
subsidies in Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries which have remained largely stable despite the
unrest which has swept the region
since “Arab spring” uprisings of
2011. GCC countries also will have
less money available to help non-oil
countries, such as Egypt and Jordan.
Algeria’s economy, which relies
on natural gas exports, will also suffer from low prices.
Some non-oil producing countries in the MENA region, such as
Morocco, will continue to grow,
though such growth is forecast to

be at 3% in 2016, down from an estimated 4.6% in 2015.
The Egyptian economy, which
has traditionally relied on tourism
with less dependence on oil prices,
suffered a big blow in 2015 due to
the effect of terrorism on the all-important sector. This may continue to
plague Egypt in 2016.
Egypt also suffered from foreign
exchange shortages in 2015, and
the Central Bank has been unable
to meet domestic demand for hard
currency in conducting international trade transactions.
“But this will change in 2016, so
Egypt is expected to grow,” said Mihaies, referring to a structural adjustment loan agreement that Egypt
is likely to sign with the IMF.
Asian markets are tied mainly
with China’s stabilising growth,
long expected to taper off after stellar annual growth for the past decade. China is expected to grow less
than 7%, down from an annualised
9% seen after the 2008 financial crisis. Asian economies will react in accordance to their trade relationship
with China.

Forecast for growth
in the Middle East
and North Africa
(MENA) region
correlates directly
with oil prices.
“You can put the Asian economies into two baskets: Winners and
losers. Those that depend on China
for their exports will slow down as
China slows down. Other countries
that are less dependent on China
for exports are more diversified and
somehow they will manage to attract investments, like remittances
in the Philippines,” said Mihaies.
The ripple effects of China’s slower economy will be felt as far away
as Brazil, one of its main trading
partners, and may be worse than expected because China’s economy is
not transparent and the current estimate of growth may thus already
be inflated. Some China-dependent
countries are trying to fill the gaps
by seeking new opportunities in
India but the fruits of these efforts
remain far off.

British airlines
cancel Sharm
el-Sheikh flights
A string of British airlines again
delayed resumption of regular
flights to the Egyptian resort of
Sharm el-Sheikh following a Russian
plane crash.
The airlines suspended flights
after an explosion on a Russian airliner, which had left the Red Sea
destination on October 31st. All 224
people on board died.
Investigators concluded it was
downed by a bomb and the Islamic
State (ISIS) has claimed responsibility.
British Foreign Secretary Philip
Hammond said the attack raised
doubts about “the capability of the
security” at the airport.
Extending previous announcements, Thomson and Thomas Cook
say they are cancelling all flights to
the resort through March 23rd. Monarch and easyJet have pushed resumption dates back to January 25th
and February 29th, respectively.
British Airways has cancelled
flights to and from Sharm el-Sheikh
until February 13th.
(Agence France-Presse)

Morocco
postpones solar
plant opening
Morocco postponed inauguration
of the Noor 1, a solar power plant in
Ouarzazate, part of what will eventually be the world’s largest solar
power production facility. The plant
was to go online December 27th but
officials gave no reason for the delay.
With an electricity production
capacity of 160 megawatts (MW),
Noor 1 is to allow Morocco to significantly reduce emissions of greenhouse gases. The complex should
allow Morocco to cut carbon dioxide
emissions by 240,000 tons per year,
according to estimates from the Energy Ministry.
The project’s Noor 2 and Noor
3 phases are to follow in 2016 and
2017 and a call for tenders is open
for Noor 4.
Once all phases are complete,
Noor will be “the largest solar power
production facility in the world”, its
developers say, covering an area of
30 sq. km. It will generate 580 MW
and provide electricity to 1 million
homes.
(Agence France-Presse)
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Arab youth a force for change for years to come
Rasha Elass

Washington

Y

oung Arabs live longer,
healthier lives and are
more educated and techsavvy than any previous
generation in the region.
However, they also face unemployment and formidable housing costs
which keep them reliant on parents
and delay marriage and life as independent adults.
“Nowhere else in the world do
youth have such a difficult time becoming adults and only in the Arab
world is the alienation of youth so
powerful along every possible avenue of adulthood-attainment,”
wrote M. Chloe Mulderig in a paper
published in 2013 by Boston University’s Pardee Center for the Study of
the Longer-Range Future.

The percentage of
social media users in
the Arab world
between the ages of
16 and 34 was 77%.
Because many young adults in
the Arab world live with their parents and have time on their hands
they have one of the highest rates
of social media use in the world.
According to a study by the Arab
Social Media Influencers Summit,
as of June 2013 the percentage of
social media users in the Arab world
between the ages of 16 and 34 was
77%. As of May 2014, 67% of 15- to
29-year-olds were Facebook users.
With so many youth connecting
online, the boundaries of language,
geography and censorship are being
erased.
Nadia Oweidat, a scholar at
Georgetown University, said that
years of oppressive intellectual
discourse has created a hunger for
knowledge among young Arabs.

“After decades of censorship,
this generation can now go online
and read books and ideas that are
still banned in their countries and
they are doing so in unprecedented
numbers,” she said. “Then they discuss what they’ve learned with each
other, and it is amazing to see their
level of sophistication.”
A quick survey of online activity
in the Arab world shows an underreported grass-roots phenomenon:
Young people using social media to
debate controversial ideas and challenge taboos and norms.
Ismail Mohamed, an Egyptian
whose cyber persona is “The Black
Ducks”, captures this trend at its
boldest as a “preacher of atheism”.
During his internet programme,
which has more than 10,000 subscribers, Mohamed interviews Arab
activists, scholars and ordinary citizens about how and why they came
to embrace atheism.
Mohamed recalls his personal
journey after a “typical childhood”
in a pious Muslim household. Everything began to change for him
about three years ago, when he was
26 years old, thanks to unfettered
access to the internet and information that had been previously
unavailable to him, specifically the
theory of evolution.
“I was shocked. I couldn’t believe
what I was reading. So I sent emails
to scholars all over the world, asking
them if this theory was really true,”
Mohamed said via Skype from his
home near the Red Sea, where he
lives with his wife. “After that, I
started to question everything I had
been taught in school, Adam and
Eve and everything else.”
Jordanian film-maker Widad
Shafakoj pushed cultural boundaries by revealing the institutionalised discrimination against children
born out of wedlock. Islamic jurisprudence is clear on protecting orphans but leaves children born out
of wedlock in a precarious grey area.
Shafakoj’s documentary Hawiya

Tunisian young women take a selfie.
— Arabic for “identity” — shows how
in Jordan these children are raised
in rundown institutions and often
reach adulthood illiterate. They are
issued state identity cards without
proper numbers, which hinders access to health care, higher education and employment. Shafakoj’s
film was initially banned but ended
up changing the law, which now offers equal protection and rights to
the children.
Even in Saudi Arabia, where the
slightest challenge can result in
prison, public lashings or execution, young people are pushing the
boundaries.
Saudi activists Hisham Fageeh
and Fahad Albutairi made a satirical video No Woman, No Drive that
gained millions of viewers world-

wide. In a rendition of Bob Marley’s
iconic song No Woman, No Cry, the
duo lampoon Saudi Arabia’s ban on
women drivers.
Albutairi’s wife, Loujain Alhathloul, made her own mark when she
was arrested for driving a car from
the United Arab Emirates to Saudi
Arabia to protest the ban.
These liberal movements are
mushrooming organically and simultaneously across the region as
young people find each other online.
At the same time, many young
Arabs are answering the siren call of
extremism and jihad. Young people
in Syria, Iraq, Libya and Yemen find
themselves in the midst of violence
and displacement, of which the
long-term traumatic ramifications

are unknown.
Half of the Arab world’s population is under age of 24 and about
30% is under age 15, according to
the Middle East Youth Initiative and
the US Census Bureau. This translates to a demographic bulge until
at least 2030. Long after the “Arab
spring” fades into memory, young
Arabs will continue to be powerful factors as they seek the same
things that motivated them in 2011:
economic opportunity, dignity, and
freedom to express themselves.
“The broken promise of adulthood can no longer be ignored,”
Mulderig wrote. “Governments
need to accept that these youth
will continue to protest and express
frustration if their needs are not
met.”

Beirut breaking the taboo of mental illness
Nizar Hassan

Beirut

I

f there were a list of things Arab
society prefers to never talk
about, mental illness would be
on top. Suffering from mental illness is often perceived
as shameful, and a sign of a weak
personality that requires isolation or pity. However, many young
Lebanese are acknowledging how
dangerous such a stigma is and are
moving to break the taboo.
Hundreds of students made up a
full-house at Unmasking Mental Illness at the American University of
Beirut (AUB) in November to listen
to four people describe dealing with
depression, anxiety, bipolar disorders and the often-misunderstood
obsessive-compulsive
disorder
(OCD).
“Now we hear ‘I am OCD’ (sarcastically) every day from almost everyone who has a habit or obsession
with keeping things proper and in
order,” said one of the speakers, a
man in his early 20s, “but it’s really
not that funny. It’s rather painful.”
All ears and heart, students asked
questions, empathised with the
speakers and some even referred to
their own suffering.
The event was organised by
Embrace, a 2-year-old initiative
at AUB’s psychiatry department,
which says one of its missions is to
spread awareness of mental illness.
“Embrace’s first awareness campaign was titled Untie the Knot,” the
group’s advocacy coordinator Farah
Yehia said.
It was both a call on people suffering from mental illness to accept it
and on others to break the stigma
associated with it, she said. Okda,
the Arabic word for “knot”, can ei-

Speakers at the Unmasking Mental Illness event at the American University of Beirut.
ther mean “complex” or “stigma” in
Lebanese Arabic.
But the organisation gained its
widest reach when it directed its
campaign towards preventing suicide in 2014, pointing out that there
is a suicide in Lebanon every three
days.

If there were a list of
things Arab society
prefers to never talk
about, mental illness
would be on top.
Although the rate is not high compared to other countries, Embrace’s
founder Dr Ziad Nahas explained it
does not reflect the total number of
individuals who seriously consider
suicide.
“If the World Health Organisation’s rule that for every successful

suicide there are ten to 20 failed attempts, it would mean that one person attempts suicide every seven
hours in Lebanon,” he said.
In addition to raising awareness
and supporting people with mental
illnesses, the organisation set an additional goal of setting up the first
suicide prevention hotline in Lebanon.
The project relied on individual
contributions through online crowd
funding and it was recently announced that $20,000, needed for
the first preparations, had been collected. It is to be launched in 2017
and will be operated by trained specialists who would listen to callers
and help them avoid self-harm.
One legitimate question was
raised during the AUB conference:
“Would someone who’s willing to
commit suicide pick up the phone
and call a hotline?”
“Yes” is the answer, according to

Nada, who told of her experience
with severe clinical depression and
anorexia.
“Two of my three suicide attempts were not really actions based
on the decision to end my life,” said
Nada, who asked to be identified
by her first name only. “They were
rather calls for help.”
Rising as a successful woman in
Qatar’s male-dominated field of investment banking, Nada said she
never thought she would end up
spending two months in hospital
under strict supervision and very
high doses of antidepressants.
But, after missing out on what she
calls the “job opportunity of [her]
life”, she found herself unemployed
and dark thoughts took over.
“I had been working non-stop
since I was 17. I had never been
jobless before. I used to extract
my value from work and work defined me,” she recounted. “So, even

though I was doing a lot of things,
I felt that my life was empty (when
jobless).”
The crisis led her to resort to selfisolation, which she justified as a
space to reflect on the unfortunate
developments but was actually a
time of “pessimism”, full of whatifs and self-demeaning thoughts.
“I felt the need to punish myself
for making the wrong decision.
Then I started feeling that I was not
entitled to the food in front of me,
because it was not the result of my
own labour. This led me to anorexia,” she said.
The biggest challenge Nada said
was accepting that she must seek
medical help.
“I could not accept that I needed
help,” she said. “It made me think
of myself as weak, as opposed to
the person I used to be: strong, selfachieved and independent.”
And because stigma goes hand in
hand with ignorance, Nada’s parents — both medical doctors — had
no idea how to deal with a depressed
daughter and found it difficult to
even admit her mental illness.
“In an attempt to help me restore
my appetite, my mother used to
cook a meal that I loved. I obviously
did not eat any but this shows how
they [my parents] did not know
how to deal with it,” Nada said.
After experiencing the disheartening effects of stigmatisation firsthand, Nada started her journey with
Embrace two years ago and now
speaks publicly about her experiences.
She and dozens of other patients
act as Embrace’s motor, volunteering to carry out the organisation’s
projects and events.
Nizar Hassan is a Beirut-based
reporter who contributed this
article to The Arab Weekly.
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Egypt’s Christians

Society

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi (R) speaks during Egypt’s Coptic Christmas Eve mass led by Pope Tawadros II (L), in Cairo, on January 6th.

Egypt’s Orthodox Christians celebrate Christmas
Amr Emam

Cairo

E

gyptian President Abdel
Fattah al-Sisi’s visit to the
Coptic Orthodox Church
in Cairo during Christmas
celebrations was an indication of the unprecedented level
of political empowerment Egypt’s
Christians are enjoying.
Christians won 36 seats in the
2015 elections for the new legislature, marking the highest representation in Egyptian political history
and they say they plan to quickly
act with that new power.
Suzy Nashid, a Christian mem-

ber of the new parliament, said she
plans to propose legislation that
would give Christians the right, for
the first time, to build new churches and renovate old ones.
“This legislation is very important for the Christians of this country,” Nashid said. “It is about equality with Egypt’s Muslims.”
“Christians are particularly happy when they feel that they are being defended by their Muslim compatriots,” said Medhat Zaki, a priest
from Cairo. “This gives us the feeling that we are not alone.”
Some 95% of Egypt’s Christians, who make up about 10% of
the population of 90 million, are
members of the Coptic Orthodox
Church, which marked Christmas

on January 7th.
Christian writer Kamal Zakher
said Christians felt safer after the
downfall of the Islamist Muslim
Brotherhood government in July
2013,
“Sectarian tensions remarkably
decreased after the Brotherhood
was gone,” he said. “This made
Christians feel safer.”
Although they were considered
more moderate than other Islamist groups, the Muslim Brotherhood championed most of the
anti-Christian rhetoric heard after
the 2011 revolution in Egypt. When
the group was removed from power in 2013 by the army after mass
protests, Brotherhood affiliates
and sympathisers were accused

of torching scores of churches
throughout Egypt.
During his Christmas Eve visit,
Sisi apologised to Egypt’s Christians for not renovating or rebuilding churches burned by Muslim
Brotherhood supporters. He said
his government would renovate
the churches during 2016.
The January 6th trip to St Mark’s
Orthodox Cathedral was the second
time Sisi participated in Christmas
celebrations at the Coptic Orthodox
church. In 2015, he became the first
Egyptian president to attend Coptic Christmas services.
Ultra-orthodox Salafists, who
have a political party and are allowed to preach in mosques, still
continue to express anti-Christian

sentiments. Salafist preachers said
Muslims should not congratulate
Christians on Christmas.
But Christian politicians, such as
Nashid, said those voices belong to
the past. She expressed confidence
that the future will hold more empowerment for the country’s Christians.
Several Muslim politicians contested the same seat as Nashid,
indicating that her election win
showed a lessening of the political
marginalisation of Christians.
“Religious discrimination is on
the way out,” Nashid said. “My success and the success of other Christian candidates in the elections are
tantamount to a political transformation.”

Cairo monastery combines spirituality, miracles
Ibrahim Ouf

Cairo

T

he road to the Monastery
of St Simon the Tanner in
southern Cairo is never
easy. People must pass
heaps of rubbish and
dirt along a bumpy, often-deserted
road to reach the monastery.
Soon after arriving, however,
visitors are assured the rough journey was not for nothing because
they have reached one of the most
overlooked wonders of Egypt.
Located in the heart of Mokattam hills, St Simon Monastery
is not a traditional building constructed with bricks and cement
but rather is a set of caves dug into
the hills, contributing to its exquisite nature.
The allure of the monastery is
not about its magnificent structure, the natural colours of the
rocks making its walls and ceilings
or about its pews orderly placed
under and between the rocks. It is
about the bottomless tangible spirituality that fills its spaces.
“People come here because they
want to see the power of God,
which was manifest in the ability
of a helpless tanner to move the
mountain,” said Father Pola, the
priest responsible for the monastery. “The tanner managed to do
this because his heart was full of
faith.”
From inside, the monastery feels
like a God-made work, rather than
one made by man. It is associated

with Simon, a tanner who lived in
the tenth century when the Muslim Fatimid Caliph al-Muizz Lideenillah (953-975) ruled Egypt and
Abraham the Syrian led the Coptic
Orthodox Church of Alexandria.
Legend has it that the caliph often invited religious leaders for
intellectual debates. During one
such session, in which Abraham
participated, someone quoted the
verse where Jesus said in Matthew’s Gospel: “He replied, ‘Truly
I tell you, if you have faith as small
as a mustard seed, you can say to
this mountain, ‘Move from here
to there’ and it will move. Nothing
will be impossible for you.”
The man challenged Abraham to
prove his religion right by moving
the mountain. The caliph asked
the patriarch to do the same,

threatening to kill the caliph and
other Christians if he did not move
the mountain.
The patriarch asked for three
days to complete the miracle. Having asked a group of monks, priests
and elders to stay in the church for
three days for penance, Abraham
was praying when he had a vision
of the Virgin Mary, who told him to
go to the market.
“There thou wilt find a one-eyed
man carrying on his shoulder a jar
full of water. Seize him, for he it is
at whose hands this miracle shall
be manifested,” the Virgin Mary
told the patriarch.
Abraham went to the market
where he found the one-eyed
man — Simon the Tanner, who had
plucked out his eye because of a
passage from the Bible: “If your

The entrance to St Simon’s Monastery.

right eye causes you to stumble,
gouge it out and throw it away. It
is better for you to lose one part
of your body than for your whole
body to be thrown into hell.”
Simon told Abraham to take his
priests, the caliph and soldiers to
the mountain. He asked him to cry
out “O Lord, have mercy” three
times and each time make the sign
of the cross over the mountain.
The patriarch did as he was told
and, to his surprise, the mountain
lifted. The caliph said to Abraham:
“O patriarch, I have recognised the
correctness of your faith.” After the
miracle, the patriarch looked for
Simon but he had disappeared and
no one could find him.
This was more than 1,000 years
ago, when Simon the Tanner Monastery came into being. Now, some
people question the story but this
does not prevent hundreds of people visiting the site every day.
Tourists, especially from Asia,
arrive in droves, drawn by the miraculous nature of the place and
its spirituality. “I really think God
is around everywhere here,” said
Alexius Hardi, a visitor from Indonesia.
He and fellow Indonesian tourists approached Father Pola and
kissed his hand, asking for a blessing. Behind the priest, a towering
engraving of Jesus dominated the
western wall of the monastery.
The monastery contains five
churches, or more accurately ecclesiastical caves, each of which
was discovered by archaeologists
separately and where Christian
prayers are said.

In the middle of the monastery
courtyard, a huge rock has the
words “If all those people fall silent, the rocks will speak out” engraved on it.
These words are an honest expression of the vivacious rocks of
the site, a liveliness and beauty
that stands in stark contrast to
monastery surroundings.

The allure of the
monastery is about
the bottomless
tangible spirituality
that fills its spaces.
Around St Simon the Tanner
Monastery, hundreds of tonnes
of garbage are taken to what is
known as the Garbage Collectors’
Village for sorting, recycling and
disposal. The piles of waste mesh
with nearby southern Cairo slums
and stand in stark contrast to the
beauty inside the monastery and
even the deeper beauty inherent in
its extended history.
Father Pola said he has hopes the
government will build a new road
or bridge to link the monastery
with the outer world, one that allows visitors to avoid the heaps of
rubbish on the road.
“Some tourists leave, even before coming here, because of these
wastes,” Father Pola said. “I am
sure one day our government will
see the beauty in this monastery
with my own eyes.”
Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian
journalist based in Cairo.
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Dubai Frame:
Iconic structure for UAE city
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Dubai

R

esidents and visitors cannot miss it. Set in the
midst of the city, Dubai
Frame, a giant structure
shaped like a picture
frame, is the latest iconic edifice rising in the glamorous emirate’s skyline.
The 50-storey structure frames
views of the city, allowing visitors
to see Old Dubai from one side and
the New Dubai skyline from another
from its strategic location in Zabeel
Park.
Dubai Frame is expected to be
visited by an estimated 2 million
tourists a year. But those who wish
to go up the structure for the breathtaking views need to wait until well
into 2016.
The $43.6 million Dubai Frame
project, the construction of which
began in 2013, will be opened to the
public by August 2016, said Shaza
Fouad, an architect in the General
Project Department, the engineering support section of the Dubai
Municipality.
The plot area for Dubai Frame is
24,220 sq. metres, while the builtup area is 10,835 sq. metres. The
Dubai-based Al Rostamani Pegel
LLC is the main contractor and the
design consultant is Arcadis (Hyder
Consulting), which also designed
landmark buildings and spaces in
the city, including Emirates Towers, Dubai Marina and Downtown
Dubai.
The giant building has a simple
form with 150-metre long concrete
(core) legs connected by a 93-metre-

long steel bridge at the top level.
“The bridge serves as a viewing
deck or an observatory and will
provide uninterrupted views of the
‘New Dubai’ and ‘Old Dubai’, and up
to 300 visitors shall be allowed on
the viewing deck at a time,” Fouad
said.
There are many technical details and elements that make Dubai
Frame a fascinating structure.
“The functional requirement of
space in each floor within the concrete legs is to accommodate two
lifts for the vertical movement of
people and a staircase for emergency access and egress. Parts of
the floors at different levels are also
used for housing MEP (mechanical,
electrical and plumbing) equipment,” she said.

Dubai Frame, a giant
structure shaped
like a picture frame,
is the latest iconic
edifice rising in the
glamorous emirate’s
skyline.
The Dubai Municipality architect
also gave details of the external
cladding feature and the special
cleaning mechanism involved.
“Composite panels with special
copper colour, along with solar
photovoltaic panels will be used
for external cladding. A building
maintenance unit shall be used for
cleaning the façade, which will be
running on rails and tracks on the
roof of the towers and bridge. When
it is not in operation, the cradle and
the machines will be hidden inside
lower floor pits,” she explained.

One of the main features of the
building will be the Exhibition Hall
showcasing facts, photos and artefacts.
“The concept reflects a journey
through time, starting at the mezzanine level, where visitors enter
into an immersive experience representing the past. Projections, mist
effects, smells and motion create
the immersive mood setting of the
space,” Fouad said.
“The Past Gallery embodies the
idea of the project and tells the story of the evolution of the city and its
history. It shows the old city, using
the most new and updated means
of projection and presentation that
contributes to the creation of a favourable environment that develops and comprehends the renaissance taking place in Dubai.”
“The final experience,” Fouad
added, “is on the other side of the
mezzanine level and it represents
the Future of Dubai. The concept
of this gallery is to depict Dubai 50
years from now by creating a virtual
metropolis through interactive projections and virtual reality technology.
“The visitors will exit the elevator onto the mezzanine floor to pass
through a vortex tunnel with special lights and sound effects.”
The idea, Fouad said, “is to create
an illusion of time travel through a
warp vortex and arriving into the
city 50 years ahead. An immersive
‘Virtual Metropolis’ with scenes
depicting the city’s evolution after
50 years, how people would travel,
live, etc.”
Dubai’s tourism officials overall are targeting 20 million visitors annually by 2020. According
to Dubai’s Department of Tourism

A perspective of the Dubai Frame.
and Commerce Marketing (DTCM),
the number of tourists for 2014 was
13.2 million, a growth of 8.2% year
on year.
Tourism is a central pillar for economic growth and diversification
for the emirate and the strategy is to

position Dubai as the “first choice”
for the international leisure and
business traveller.
N.P. Krishna Kumar is a
Dubai-based contributor to The
Arab Weekly.

Zuqaq al-Blat, symbol of one man’s quest for an Arab renaissance
Gareth Smyth

Beirut

A

djoining Beirut’s downtown, the quarter of
Zuqaq al-Blat is a maze of
crumbling old buildings,
noisy thoroughfares and
alleyways. Hezbollah and Amal
posters reflect a Shia population
that arrived from south Lebanon
in the 1980s, fleeing Israeli invaders to take up unofficial residence
in an area depopulated early in the
civil war due to the proximity of the
Green Line dividing mainly Christian east Beirut and mainly Muslim
west.
The streets are busiest up to 9am
and again after 3pm, reflecting the
number of schools. This is a clue to
Zuqaq al-Blat’s place in the history
of Lebanon and the Arab world.
Barely 200 metres from downtown is a yellow, ramshackle building that once housed Al-Madrasa
Al-Wataniyya (the National School),
which Boutros Boustani opened in
1863 to foster citizenship regardless of sect. No plaque marks this,
nor recalls that Zuqaq al-Blat was in
the late 19th century a centre of the
nahda, or Arab cultural renaissance.
Boustani was part of a movement to revive the Arabs through
knowledge, equality and freedom.
He “laid down the fundamental
tropes… found in virtually all Arab
reform discourses in later decades,”
wrote Stephen Sheehi, associate
professor at the University of South
Carolina, in 2004.
In a 1993 paper for UNESCO, Khalil
Abou Rjeili stressed Boustani’s conviction that education could overcome the ignorance he believed
opened citizens to both sectarianism and undue foreign influence.
Born in 1819 to a Maronite family in
Al Dibbiyah, a village in the Chouf
south of Beirut, Boustani was horrified by communal massacres in

Dilapidated but inhabited building, Rue Hussein Beyhum, Zuqaq al-Blat.
Mount Lebanon between 1840 and
1860, when 20,000 died.
He took up journalism, publishing
Nafir Suriyya (“The Horn of Syria”)
under the pen-name Muhibb alWatan (“he who loves his country”).
At a time when many Christians in
Mount Lebanon spoke Syriac as a
mother tongue, Boustani saw Arabic
as a means to bring together everyone in the Levant.
Boustani wrote a dictionary, AlMuhit, and an encyclopedia, Dairat
al-Maarif. He published a periodical al-Jinan. All used an Arabic he
revised to express modern scientific
and literary concepts.
The National School was shortlived, closing during or shortly
after the 1875 cholera pandemic
and Boustani died in 1883 but others were inspired. Madrasa al-Sultaniyya, the Sultanic High School,

opened in 1883.
Abd al-Qadir al-Qabbani in
1878 founded in Zuqaq al-Blat the
Makassed (Islamic Benevolence)
society, which pioneered education
for Muslim girls. In Zuqaq al-Blat
today, some older residents still call
the Hariri Foundation School “the
English school” because it once
housed British mission schools.
But 19th-century Zuqaq al-Blat
was not just about educating children. It buzzed with literary and
political salons. It was home to intellectuals like poet-cum-politician
Hussein Beyhum. Among teachers
in Boustani’s school was Nasif alYaziji, a Greek Catholic who helped
Boustani found the Syrian Association for the Sciences and Arts, and
whose son Ibrahim simplified the
Arabic font for typescript.
Interest in Zuqaq al-Blat revived

in 2005 when the German Orient
Institut, based in a refurbished local
mansion, published History, Space
and Social Conflict in Beirut: The
Quarter of Zukak el-Blat. The book
detailed history, demographics and
surviving old buildings.

The Zuqaq al-Blat
story starts at its
north end, today’s
Riad Al Solh Square
in downtown.
The Zuqaq al-Blat story starts at
its north end, today’s Riad Al Solh
Square in downtown. In 1830, this
was the site of Bab Yacoub, a gate
in Beirut’s city wall. Here began
the first paved road (zuqaq al-blat)
outside the wall and this named a
quarter soon stretching a kilometre

south, past Zuqaq al-Blat’s Sunni
mosque, built around 1860 and now
next to “the Ring” highway.
As Zuqaq al-Blat developed, leading Beirutis — mainly Orthodox
Christians and Sunni Muslims, reflecting the city’s make-up of the
time — built mansions with views
of the sea, city and port. To the west
(now Hamra, Verdun and Sanayeh)
were sand dunes.
Still today some alleyways lead to
overgrown gardens recalling Zuqaq
al-Blat’s heyday. But most villas are
dilapidated, including the home of
poet Bechara el-Khoury (1885-1968),
entered by dual curved staircases
from a garden and with both storeys
ringed by a gallery.
Perhaps neglecting Boustani’s ideas is more serious than neglecting
buildings. “Forgetting” his school
may reflect later suspicion of someone who converted to Protestantism
and was “close” to Westerners. But
in reality Boustani was ahead of any
missionaries in calling for educating
women, a clear separation of the judiciary from the executive and equitable tax collection.
Nora Boustani, a descendant
and former Washington Post correspondent, told The Arab Weekly
that Boustani’s message is more vital in 2016 than ever.
“Plurality of beliefs and religious
diversity are threatened in our part
of the world, where to varying degrees the struggle for a secular kind
of citizenship and the freedom to
worship freely without dictates or
constraints is coming into sharp focus,” she said.
“Boutros Boustani articulated his
ideas at a specific point in time. Had
his advice and recommendations
been heeded, we wouldn’t be in
such a mess.”
Gareth Smyth has covered Middle
Eastern affairs for 20 years and
was chief correspondent for the
Financial Times in Iran from
2003-07.
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Star Wars fans in Tunisia mobilise to save film sets
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

A

s elsewhere in the
world, Tunisians celebrated the release of
the latest episode of
Star Wars but, at a special screening in Tunis, the local
fan club did what other clubs could
not do — it announced a project to
renovate Star Wars sites in its own
backyard.
While the events of Star Wars
movie take place in a “galaxy far,
far away”, many fans of the film
series still walk in the footsteps
of Anakin Skywalker on his home
planet Tatooine, explore the markets of Mos Espa, stay in Luke Skywalker’s home and wander around
the evaporators at the sets in Tunisia.

Tunisians celebrated
the release of the
latest episode of Star
Wars at a special
screening in Tunis.
The Star Wars Tunisia group
called on members and other fans
to help revive the abandoned sets
as hundreds of attendees at the
screening of Star Wars: Episode VII
The Force Awakens cheered, repeating the famous Star Wars slogan:
“May the force be with you”.
Preserving the Tunisian sets
means protecting them from sand
dunes, which led to the formation
of Star Wars Tunisia, a collective
of movie buffs, to revive Star Wars
locations scattered across southern
Tunisia.
“This year, we collaborated with

a collective of producers to release
the film in Tunisia on the same
date as the international release.
We also renovated one of the main
sites of the filming of Star Wars in
November as part of celebrating
the upcoming release of the new
film,” said Abdou Ameur, a member of Star Wars Fan Club Tunisia.
“Last year, we launched a campaign to save the [Mos Espa] site
and we managed to mechanically
move the sand dune but we need
to be always cautious when dealing with the site since it remains in
danger. The site needs to be always
restored to keep the sand from covering the decor,” said Taieb Jallouli,
a Tunisian producer and the film
set director of Star Wars locations.
The Mos Espa set, situated in
the middle of the desert, was built
from scratch to serve as the hometown of Anakin Skywalker on the
planet Tatooine. Today visitors
can see the gates, the pod racing
arena, the market and other landmarks seen in Star Wars: Episode I
The Phantom Menace. A few metres
away, one can locate the Yardangs,
which is made up of shark-finlooking sandstones and where the
lightsaber battle between Qui-Gon
Jinn and Darth Maul was shot.
“In 2005, the Mos Espa site became a tourist attraction for Star
Wars fans. Now, it is a component
of tourist offers… The site was endangered by many threats, mostly
the sand dunes. The association
of Star Wars fans tried to take care
of the site but they need funding.
Perhaps we need the government
to intervene again to maintain the
site,” Jallouli said.
In November, the team of Star
Wars Tunisia started to restore the
Skywalkers’ home, the Lars Homestead, in the Sidi Driss Hotel. The

Tourists jump as they pose for a photo at the Star Wars movie set in Ong Jmal, south of Tunisia.
hotel is set in a traditional Berber
house, which was built centuries
ago. The house is made up of a series of caverns built around a courtyard. The Star Wars Tunisia team
tried to recreate a “moisture vaporator” inside the courtyard.
“Over a month ago, we launched
a project of decoration of one of the
sites by building some elements
that were taken once the filming
was over like the famous moisture
evaporators. We thought the restoration would be a great idea to recreate some parts of the decor using
very primitive material. Now when
you enter the site you find some-

thing related to Star Wars,” Ameur
said.
He added that “the Tozeur site
is one of the many sites scattered
across the country. Many of these
sites are unknown to people except
to Star Wars fans because not all
of them are official location sites.
Some scenes were filmed in Djerba,
in Tozeur, in Matmata and they are
all neglected which requires some
work for them to be touristic attractions. One of our objectives is
to restore them.”
Ameur emphasised the importance of promoting the sites internationally as many are overlooked

by the public and the government.
“One of the missions of the association of Star Wars Tunisia is
to promote both the official and
unofficial Star Wars locations in
Tunisia when participating in international Star Wars conventions.
We have what other fan clubs don’t
have — the actual locations where
iconic scenes were filmed and stars
walked. We need to work on bringing back the real value of these
sites,” Ameur said.
Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and
Culture contributor for The Arab
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

Iraqi culture struggling to survive
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

I

t was once an active cultural
hub in the Arab world but decades of international sanctions,
a destructive invasion, deteriorating security and political
tensions and the rise of religious
fundamentalism have taken their
toll on culture in Iraq.
Baghdad, a 1,250-year-old city,
has seen its well-established cultural scene collapse since 2003 when a
US-led invasion toppled Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein in an attempt
to usher in democracy and freedom.
Cultural life in Iraq has faded
quickly in the last decade, especially with the rise to power of religious
parties which imposed standards
under which little margin was left
for culture-related activities. While
many cite insecurity and violence
as the main reasons behind the deterioration of the quality of life in
Iraq, others blame it on the absence
of government political and financial support for artists and writers.
Subsequently, collectors of art
fled the country and the painters
and sculptors who could afford it
followed suit.
Sculptor Karim Khalil stressed
that “Iraqi art” is going through its
darkest and most decadent phase
due to the migration of most professional artists and the limitations imposed on those who stayed behind.
“We have lost 95% of our best artists who preferred to work abroad
without ever contemplating the
possibility of returning to Iraq,
which is plagued by political tensions and violence,” Khalil said.
“Most fine art galleries have closed
down. Baghdad now has only three
galleries, down from 30 (before
2003), and this in itself is a big calumny.”
Cultural events, art exhibitions,
festivals and “poetic evenings”
during which writers competed in

Actors perform on stage at the Iraqi National Theatre in Baghdad, last August.
prose, have become rare, as audiences thinned out and more artists
quit the country.
“Art is no longer the same. Capacities have become limited and talent rare,” Khalil said. “The present
generation is being apprenticed at
the hands of art technicians who
are not artists such as [painters] Ismail al-Turk and Ismail Al Shaikhly
and Faeq Hassan, and this has left a
negative impact on their creativity
and taste.”
Khalil bemoaned that most fine
arts students have become impregnated with religious ideologies,
“voiding art from its superior and
elevated content”. On top of that,
he said, the Department of Arts
at the Ministry of Culture is not
equipped with experienced people
capable of reviving fine arts, “not
to mention that with its religious
approach and understanding, the

government does not recognise the
importance of arts but views sculptures and paintings as religiously
unacceptable”.

The struggle for
cultural survival
remains, perhaps as
intensive as the
violence directed
against it.
Khalil and other artists have been
trying to prevent the total demise
of art in Iraq. “Despite our repeated
attempts to organise exhibitions
and encourage joint art events, the
prevailing [security and political]
conditions have been stronger than
us,” he said.
The state of Iraqi cinema, the
fourth oldest Arab cinema industry

after Egypt, Syria and Tunisia, is as
bad as fine arts. Scarcity of decent
theatres, in addition to the small
number of moviegoers, are cited
among factors that had a backlash
on the quality and quantity of cinema productions.
“After 2003, the Iraqi public has
lost the habit of going to the movies. Many families have never set
foot in a movie theatre because of
deteriorating economic and security conditions,” commented Hikmat
Baidani, a professor of cinema.
Baidani lashed out at “schools’
negative role” and “failure to provide guidance and raise awareness
about this art”.
“Mistrust in the capacities of Iraqi
cinema to produce quality films was
a detrimental factor, not to mention
the very few theatres that are still
operating in Baghdad,” he added.
Iraq has a handful of cinemas,

mainly located in malls in Baghdad,
but much fewer than the 86 that existed in and outside the capital before the US invasion. After 2003, security concerns, irregular electricity
and Islamist pressures against most
forms of entertainment have led to
movie theatres closing throughout
Iraq.
Writer and scholar Majed Samarai
described the situation in Iraq as
“historically aberrant”. “The country was exposed to a brutal imperialist invasion that brought to power
a subordinate regime void of any
sense of nationalism or feel for culture… Such an abnormal situation
will only produce an abnormal cultural life,” Samarai said.
However, a brighter side of cultural life in Iraq remains Al-Mutanabbi Street, Baghdad’s historic literary district — home to booksellers,
printers and cafés where Iraqi writers and intellectuals have gathered
for centuries. The place, which was
bombed in 2007, is where writers
and scholars of different visions
meet to discuss and exchange ideas
and viewpoints.
The street becomes particularly
lively during the Friday market,
when books are bargained, sold,
browsed, thumbed through and
read. The street is among the few
places that host cultural and artistic
events, organised mainly by activists striving to maintain cultural life
in the war-torn country.
The struggle for cultural survival
remains, perhaps as intensive as the
violence directed against it. And
one can hope that the Iraqis’ pride
in their cultural heritage will prevail
over attempts to obliterate it.
However, for many Iraqi intellectuals, artists and art lovers, Iraq’s
cultural life is like the Iraqi people
themselves — a victim of the war.
Oumayma Omar, based in
Baghdad, is a contributor to the
Culture and Society sections of The
Arab Weekly.
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Agenda

Beirut:
Through January
The Artwork Shop Christmas Bazaar is an exhibition that takes place
Monday-Saturday in The
Artwork Shop-Beirut.
Handmade jewellery,
Christmas decorations and
food, knitwear, handcrafted patchwork, handmade
ceramics, Santa’s lucky dip
and personalised products
are exhibited.

The Antonine Baths.

The splendour
of Carthage
provides
inspiration
Roua Khlifi

Carthage, Tunisia

O

verlooking the harbour,
marble statues and decaying walls welcome
visitors to the ancient
city of Carthage, which
once rivaled powerful empires and
ruled the Mediterranean. The panoramic view from the city reminds
onlookers of battles fought by men
seeking to rule this land. Today,
it rests in reverent silence, undisturbed.
Dating to the ninth century BC,
Carthage is now a residential seaside suburb endowed with beautiful
scenery and historic value. The ruins of Carthage remain one of the area’s most popular tourist attractions
for the unique collection of Punic
and Roman archaeological sites.
Since 1979, the ruins of Carthage
have been listed as UNESCO World
Heritage Site.
Carthage was founded by Phoenicians from Tyre under the leadership of Princess Dido. Fleeing her
brother’s rule, Dido and her companions found refuge in a place
where she established the city of
Carthage or Kart-hadasht — the
New City. Accounts of the foundation of Carthage vary. One of the
most popular myths was that Dido
was granted by a Berber chieftain as
much land as could be covered with
a single oxhide. Dido is said to have
cut an oxhide into strips that she
used to circle the hill.

Carthage was
founded by
Phoenicians from
Tyre under the
leadership of
Princess Dido.
“The story of Dido is surrounded with myths but there is always
some truth to the myth. The archives of the city of Tyre by historian Justine suggest that Dido fled
the dictatorship of her brother. In
this account, the story of Dido comprises all the elements necessary
for the birth of a new civilisation:
knowledge of politics, intelligence
and strategising,” said Abdelaziz
Belkhodja, whose writings about
Carthage delve into distinguishing
facts from myth.
Carthage became the capital of an
empire under Dido’s reign. It was
built on a triangular peninsula with
low hills. The location offered access to the Mediterranean but still
shielded it from threats.
The rise of Carthage resulted in
rivalry with Syracuse, Numidia and
Rome leading to a series of invasions. It was during the lengthy Punic wars that Carthage occupied territories that belonged to Rome until
it fell in the hands of the Romans.

Carthage was destroyed and rebuilt.
Carthage was an example of one
of the earliest forms of democracy.
Aristotle, the Greek philosopher,
wrote on Carthaginian politics and
deemed it one of the best governing systems, along with some Greek
states.
“Aristotle mentioned that the republic of Carthage had one of the
best constitutions in the world. This
constitution was specific to the republic of Carthage and not an imitation of the Greek one. The republic
of Carthage is possibly the first democracy in the world,” Belkhodja
said.
“Aristotle also said that Carthage
has never seen a tyrant or witnessed
an uprising against the ruler of
Carthage. All this gives a fascinating portrait of the political system
of Carthage.”
In addition to Dido, Carthage gave
birth to the warrior Hannibal, the
navigator Hannon and the famous
agronomist Magon.
“Carthage was the richest country
in the world back then. It was a cosmopolitan country where people
talk all languages. It was a museum
city, where people showcased the
artefacts. They did not put them in
museums but showcased them in
public,” Belkhodja said.
Different civilisations succeeded
in Carthage, creating a unique history characterised by diversity. Today, visitors can explore the richness of the history and culture of
Carthage through Punic, Roman,
Vandal, Paleo-Christian and Arab
ruins that testify to the multiculturalism of the city.
The major known components of
the site of Carthage are the Punic
ports, the ruins of Byrsa, the Punic
Tophet, theatre and amphitheatre.
The ruins of Carthage contain the
Antonine Baths, one of the largest Roman baths outside of Rome.
Carthage’s Punic heritage can also
be explored in the kiln and cemetery.
“Today, there is only little left of
the city as Rome destroyed Punic
Carthage and built on the old ruins. But the archaeological site still
contains the Hannibal neighbourhood… It showed that Carthage remained strong after the war,” Belkhodja said.
“We are still uncovering the truth
about the history of Carthage. There
was a myth that Carthage people
used to sacrifice their children. We
found out it was a lie by Rome to
justify the destruction of the town.”
In 1985, the mayor of Carthage
and the mayor of Rome signed a
symbolic treaty to officially end the
conflict between their cities, which
technically lasted more than 2,100
years due to the absence of a peace
treaty.
“Today we need the heritage of
Carthage to strive for a renaissance
and to revive the old values, Belkhodja said. “This is what we need
now: to be reminded of the beauty
and greatness of Carthage.”

Algiers:
Through February 11th
The National Museum
of Contemporary Art in
Algiers hosts its seventh
International Festival of
Contomporary Art. Artists
from Greece, France, Brazil, Morocco, Mali, Algeria,
Congo, Senegal and other
countries are participating
in the 2016 event.

The Magon Quarter, the only Punic archaeological remains after
the destruction of Carthage by the Romans in 246 BC.

Dubai:
Through April 9th
Global Village is the largest
seasonal cultural extravaganza in the region.
Visitors can enjoy an array
of festivals, shopping
and entertainment in an
open-air theme park. The
entertainment and shopping destination hosts
more than 70 participating
countries with presentations in more than three
dozen pavilions. There
are more than 50 fun rides
and 26 restaurants offering food from around the
world.

The Punic Port of Carthage.

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

Marrakech:
January 31st
The 27th Marrakech
International Marathon
features more than 7,000
runners, including internationally known athletes,
from all over the world. In
addition to the main race,
Marrakech will host various tourist activities and
street shows.

Doha:
During January
Souq Waqif Spring Festival brings together street
performers, puppet and
musical shows, along with
African circus performers,
magicians and a range of
slightly surreal one-off
events, including a human
cannonball and bungee
jumping.

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

The Antonine Baths.
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