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Syria’s uphill battle to peace
Beirut

W 

hile the United 
States and Russia 
carry out scores of 
air strikes and fight-
ing rages on the 

ground in Syria, the United Nations 
is struggling to launch its third ma-
jor diplomatic offensive to end a 
5-year-old war in Syria that imperils 
the entire Middle East.

The gathering in Geneva, sched-
uled for January 29th, is the result 
of a whirlwind of last-minute diplo-
macy by US Secretary of State John 
Kerry and UN Syria envoy Staffan de 
Mistura to get all sides to jettison 
preconditions and endless wran-
gling over who should attend.

The talks were scheduled to start 
on January 25th but were pushed 
back because of deep differences 
over who would represent the op-
position forces and due to disagree-
ments on other key issues.

These are so profound that initial 
rounds will be “proximity talks”, 
with representatives of President 
Bashar Assad’s Damascus regime 
and many of the fractious rebel 
groups battling to bring him down 
in separate rooms with negotiators 
shuttling between them.

Disagreement continues over 
who will attend the talks, which de 
Mistura — the third UN envoy on 
Syria since this perplexing war be-
gan — said are part of an 18-month 
UN plan for a political transition in 
Syria.

UN-backed peace efforts in 2012 
and 2014 collapsed and there seems 
to be little real prospect of a nego-
tiated settlement to end a war in 
which an estimated 260,000 people 
have died.

Even de Mistura, a seasoned 
Swiss-Italian veteran of regional 
flashpoints who headed UN mis-
sions in Iraq and Afghanistan, ap-
peared to play down expectations.

“It will be uphill all the way,” he 

cautioned. “There will be a lot of 
posturing and walkouts. We should 
not be impressed or depressed. The 
important thing is to keep up the 
momentum.”

The complexities are legion. Syria 
has become a proxy battleground 
for competing powers — the United 
States and Russia, Iran and Saudi 

Arabia, Turkey and the autonomy-
seeking Kurds — who all have di-
vergent strategic imperatives in the 
Middle East and beyond. The Is-
lamic State’s drive to establish a ca-
liphate in Syria and Iraq adds an ex-
plosive dimension to the equation.

Within Syria itself, the war and 
the decades of often brutal rule by 
the Assad dynasty that led to it have 
fractured the country and its com-
peting sects and ethnic groupings.

Long-smouldering hatreds ig-
nited by the violence will be im-
mensely difficult to smother. The 
recent sharpening of the regional 
power struggle between Riyadh 
and Tehran has greatly complicated 
matters. The Russian military incur-
sion, which changed the course of 

the war in favour of the Damascus 
regime, will affect the negotiations.

Despite more than a quarter of 
a million deaths over the last five 
years, the Syrian regime seems to 
believe the country’s future can be 
decided on the battlefield, thanks to 
Russian firepower, and is in no hur-
ry to make concessions. “We’re not 
going to give today what we have 
not given over the last five years,” 
declared Hilal al-Hilal, a senior fig-
ure in Assad’s ruling Ba’ath Party.

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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On fifth anniversary, a revolution no more in Egypt  

Cairo

T 

he T-shirt of a rights ad-
vocate walking towards 
Cairo’s Tahrir Square to 
mark the anniversary 
of the January 25, 2011, 

uprising that overthrew president 
Hosni Mubarak probably denoted 
the desperation of revolutionaries 
who toppled the long-ruling presi-
dent.

Sanaa Seif, whose brother, Alaa, 
was one of the anti-Mubarak activ-
ists five years ago but is now im-
prisoned, wore a shirt proclaiming: 
It’s still the January revolution.

There had been a call for wide 
protests to mark the anniver-
sary but a crackdown by the cur-
rent Egyptian government likely 
dampened participation. Egypt 
stepped up security in Cairo, es-
pecially near Tahrir Square, which 
was the epicentre of the 2011 revo-
lution.

Thousands of homes were raid-
ed recently, as authorities jailed 
tens of thousands of people for 

breaking a law banning protests, 
such as those that fuelled the 2011 
uprising, the BBC reported.

That left the January 25th gath-
erings in Tahrir Square — number-
ing in the hundreds rather than 
the hundreds of thousands who 

crowded the area five years ago — 
mostly showing support for the 
government of President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi.

Pro-government supporters 
were much more evident than any 
form of protest, even though few 

of the revolution’s demands have 
been met.

In 2011, Egyptians streamed onto 
squares demanding the overthrow 
of the man who manipulated the 
country for three decades. But by 
2016, political science Professor 
Tarek Fahmi said, Egyptians are 
fed up.

“They have seen that protests 
bring about, not the best, but the 
worst,” he said. “The 2011 upris-
ing brought about a Muslim Broth-
erhood regime, even worse than 
Mubarak.”

The Brotherhood was accused 
of hijacking the revolution begun 
by secular revolutionaries, such 
as Seif’s brother, who dreamed of 
turning Egypt into a true democ-
racy, not an Islamic caliphate.

The revolution did give Egypt its 
first civilian president — Muham-
mad Morsi — after Mubarak but 
Morsi’s policies were divisive as 
he sought to impose the Muslim 
Brotherhood’s agenda, instigating 
anger and paving the way for the 
return of the military to power.

Since then, legislation has been 
enacted making protests such as 
those that gave birth to the 2011 

uprising difficult to organise. The 
result was an anniversary in 2016 
that hardly resembled the event it 
was commemorating.

Seif  and a 27-year old Egyptian 
artist on a bicycle were among the 
few out on the streets on Monday, 
overcoming apathy and disap-
pointment that the hopes of the 
revolution were dashed. Many of 
those who might have joined them 
have been inhibited by the fear of 
Egypt’s heavy-handed security 
forces.

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab 
Weekly.A 27-year old Egyptian artist stops with her bicycle in front of the 

Kasr Al Nile bridge that leads to Tahrir Square, after making her 
way back from the square, during the fifth anniversary of the 2011 
uprising, in Cairo, on Januray 25th.

“The 2011 
uprising brought 
about a Muslim 
Brotherhood 
regime, even worse 
than Mubarak.”

Amr Emam

UN Syria envoy Staffan de Mistura holds a press conference, on January 25th in Geneva, about efforts 
to restart Syria peace talks.

Ed Blanche

The Syrian regime 
seems to believe the 
country’s future can 
be decided on the 
battlefield, thanks to 
Russian firepower.
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London

E  
fforts to pull together UN-
sponsored negotiations 
to resolve the Syrian civil 
war have been marred by 
divergences about issues 

such as the make-up of delegations 
and the conditions for the talks.

The biggest Syrian opposition 
grouping, the High Negotiations 
Committee (HNC), has demanded a 
ceasefire before negotiations start. 
The Saudi-backed HNC referred in 
a statement to the “necessity of re-
alising genuine improvements on 
the ground before starting in the 
negotiating process”. However, 
UN envoy Staffan de Mistura told 
them implementation was beyond 
his power, a source familiar with 
an opposition meeting in Riyadh 
told Reuters.

The HNC is headed by former 
Syrian prime minister Riyad Hi-
jab, who defected to the opposi-
tion in 2012, a year after the start of 
protests against Syrian President 
Bashar Assad that transformed 
into a multisided civil war in  
which some 250,000 people have 
died.

Hijab has referred to the Syrian 
“regime’s attempts to jeopardise 
the political process through ques-
tioning the credibility of the oppo-
sition delegation” and trying “to 
insert some controversial names 
into the delegation formation”.

The HNC has been seeking UN 
clarification on the agenda of the 
talks, particularly how the interna-
tional community would address 
humanitarian issues.

Sources close to the opposition 

told The Arab Weekly that the HNC 
felt frustrated and misled by the 
United States agreeing to demands 
from Russia and Iran — Assad’s 
main backers — especially after the 
difficulty of getting the opposition 
to largely unify at a meeting in Ri-
yadh in December.

At a January 23rd meeting, US 
Secretary of State John Kerry in-
sisted opposition members accept 
new preconditions dictated by 
Moscow and Tehran, the pan-Arab 
newspaper Al-Hayat reported. One 
of the terms Kerry insisted on, ac-
cording to the report, was for the 
opposition to accept a national 
unity government instead of a 
transitional governing body, a re-
quest perceived as “a scary retreat 
in the US position” by opposition 
sources.

The preconditions put in doubt 
a timetable for Assad’s exit, a 
big departure from the previous 
White House position that Assad’s 
removal be part of peace nego-
tiations. The United States, France 
and Britain all called for Assad to 
step down after protests broke out 
against his rule in March 2011.

Kerry also indicated that US 
President Barack Obama’s admin-
istration tacitly endorsed a four-
point plan put forward by Tehran 
that includes internationally su-
pervised presidential elections, 

something already dismissed by 
the Syrian regime.

The remaining parts of the Ira-
nian plan include an immediate 
ceasefire, the formation of a na-
tional unity government and the 
establishment of minority rights in 
the constitution. Those proposals 
have been dismissed by the Syrian 
opposition as an attempt to anchor 
Iran in Syria’s future.

The only point agreed on before 
the negotiations was the urgent 
need for a ceasefire, which is also a 
precondition of the HNC. The HNC 
reportedly informed UN Secretary-
General Ban Ki-moon that it would 
not participate in the Geneva talks 
if the Assad regime and its allied 
militias did not stop targeting ci-
vilians and blocking the delivery of 
humanitarian aid.

Further threats of a boycott 
came from Turkey, whose Foreign 
Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu said in 
an interview that Ankara would 
not participate in the Geneva talks 
if the Syrian Kurdish group the 
Democratic Union Party (PYD) was 
invited. Cavusoglu’s threat came 
after co-leader of the Syrian Demo-
cratic Council, Haytham Manna, 
said he would boycott if PYD co-
leader Salih Muslim did not receive 
an invitation to Geneva. The PYD is 
designated a terrorist organisation 
by Ankara, but its armed wing has 
been one of the main fighting forc-
es backed by US air power in Syria.

As the diplomatic bickering con-
tinued, the Assad regime, aided by 
Russian air strikes, and Iran’s Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guards Corps, 
has made significant gains on 
the ground, particularly in west-
ern Syria, capturing the town of 
Sheikh Maskin near the Jordanian 
 border.

Preparations for Syria talks marred by divergences
The Arab Weekly staff

Syria talks doomed before they start?

D
espite hundreds of 
thousands dead and 
millions made 
refugees, peace in 
Syria has never 
looked less likely. 

The latest push to get the war-
lords and would-be statesmen 
around the table will be an 
all-Syrian conference in Geneva. 
So far, that endeavour looks dead 
before it has started.

A chief reason peace talks and 
ceasefires have failed in Syria is 
that the regime in Damascus does 
not really want to stop the killing. 
It revels — excels — in chaos. 
Another tragic facet of the uprising 
is how Syria’s opposition — both 
political and military — has failed.

Anti-government protests that 
swept Syria in March 2011 offered 
long-suffering political opposition 
figures, men and women who, 
at the time, were respected, an 
opportunity to present 22 million 
Syrians with an alternative form of 
governance.

Then, the devastating war that 
followed should have proved 
further motivation for the political 
opposition to work together to 
defeat Syrian President Bashar 
Assad. But the death toll soared 
while, in hotels in Istanbul and 
Amman, the opposition fiddled.

The reason Syria’s political 
opposition failed is not difficult 
to discern: men who have never 
handled power before are fighting 
for that same power but among 
themselves, not against the Assad 
regime they collectively hate. The 

most disastrous consequence 
of the infighting is that, for 

Syrians, the opposition is a tragic 
caricature that appears entirely 
incapable of governing.

By way of threat, UN 
representatives responsible for 
organising negotiations say they 
won’t send invitations until the 
opposition reaches an agreement 
on who exactly should attend. 
“At this stage the UN will proceed 
with issuing invitations when 
the countries spearheading the 
ISSG (International Syria Support 
Group) process come to an 
understanding on who among the 
opposition should be invited,” UN 
spokesman Farhan Haq said.

For long-time Syrian opposition 
figure George Sabra there is no 
readiness for talks. “There are 
still towns under siege. There are 
still Russian attacks on villages, 
schools and hospitals,” he told 
Reuters.

Still, if there is a silver lining it is 
that with Moscow in pole position 
and not Damascus, the latter may 
be forced to accept provisions it 

would not normally agree to. Over 
the decades Damascus has agreed 
to various “agreements” (the 2011 
Arab League and 2012 UN observer 
missions, for example) only to later 
implicitly or otherwise destroy any 
and all conditions for peace. The 
allowing of aid into besieged areas 
by both the regime and opposition 
forces has slightly eased tensions 
following Russia’s bombing of 
schools in rebel-held areas.

Furthermore, the past several 
years have shown US Secretary 
of State John Kerry to be a coy 
negotiator by reaching landmark 
deals with Iran and on climate 
change as well as securing the 
resignation of Iraq’s divisive and 
sectarian prime minister, Nuri 
al-Maliki. 

Kerry and Russian Foreign 
Minister Sergei Lavrov were to 
meet in advance of the Syria talks 
to hash out a system of pressuring 
their respective sides to sit down 
at the same table.

Yet not even Kerry can convince 

the assemblage of rebel groups, 
opposition figures and the Assad 
regime to agree to a peace that 
exists on paper alone.

It is well known that the Assad 
regime was ruthless; its track 
record over 40 years is plain to see 
for anyone who cares to look.

 However, the revolution offered 
a tremendous opportunity for the 
political opposition and sadly, five 
years later, there is no sense they 
care any more about their country 
than the despots in Damascus.

Meanwhile, in the depths of 
winter, as many refugees are 
making the deadly sea crossing 
from Turkey to Greece as there 
were last June. Millions of 
Syrians are voting with their feet; 
clearly none trust Assad or the 
opposition.

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

Stephen 
Starr

View point

Despite 
hundreds 
of 
thousands 
dead and 
millions 
made 
refugees, 
peace in 
Syria has 
never 
looked less 
likely.

Millions of Syrians are 
voting with their feet; 
clearly none trust Assad 
or the opposition.

A preliminary meeting on the Syria crisis at the European headquarters of the United Nations in Geneva, on January 13th.

Riyad Hijab, who heads the Syrian opposition council, speaks in 
Riyadh, on January 20th.

The only point 
agreed on before the 
negotiations was the 
urgent need for a 
ceasefire, which is 
also a precondition 
of the HNC.
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T 

he savage and complex 
Syrian war, approaching 
its sixth year, shows no 
sign of abating despite a 
UN-led diplomatic push 

for a negotiated settlement, and, 
if anything, seems to be even more 
complicated by the increased in-
volvement of outside powers such 
as Saudi Arabia, Iran, Turkey and 
Russia.

The stakes are becoming increas-
ingly high, in large part because 
of the worsening regional power 
struggle between Saudi Arabia, 
leader of the Sunni Muslim world, 
which seeks the downfall of Syrian 
President Bashar Assad, and Shia 
Iran, one of the staunchest allies 
of Assad’s quasi-Shia regime in Da-
mascus.

All have their own strategic im-
peratives and seem prepared to 
sacrifice Syria to further those de-
signs and ensure their survival.

The battlefield is growing in-
creasingly confused, with rebel 
groups fighting each other in fero-
cious turf wars as well as the apoc-
alyptic Islamic State (ISIS), which 
terrifies not just Iran and Saudi 
Arabia but Americans, Russians, 
Turks (who once lorded over this 
turbulent region) and the monar-
chies of the Arabian Gulf.

On the ground, alliances and 
truces between the diffuse eth-
nic and religious groups — Sunnis, 
Shias, Kurds, Turkmen, Druse, Af-
ghans, Iraqis, Iranians, jihadists 
and Salafists to name but a few — 
are in a constant and bewildering 
state of flux. The escalating power 
struggle for dominance of the Ara-
bian Gulf and the wider region be-
tween Saudi Arabia and Iran that is 
being played out in Syria is another 
factor that dims prospects of a dip-
lomatic breakthrough.

This ebb and flow hamper the 
quest for an end to a war in which 
an estimated 260,000 people have 
been killed and more than half the 
pre-conflict population of 23 mil-
lion has been driven from their 
homes. The flood of refugees is 
the worst since World War II and is 
threatening to engulf Europe.

“There is no longer a single war 
taking place” in Syria, says Mid-
dle East analyst Jonathan Spyer, 
who recently visited the war zone. 
“Rather, as Syria physically di-
vides into separate entities, so the 
conflict, too, further subdivides, 
spawning new conflicts.”

There are at least five: the origi-
nal conflict triggered by a Sunni 
Arab rebellion against the minor-
ity Alawite Assad regime backed 
by Iran and Hezbollah; the Syrian 
Kurds’ battle with the Islamic State; 
the Sunni Arabs’ war with ISIS; the 
power struggle between ISIS and 
Assad; and, most recently, the re-
surgence of Turkey’s internal war 
with its large autonomy-seeking 
Kurdish minority that is danger-
ously spilling over into the Syrian 
maelstrom.

In recent weeks, even as the 
push for peace talks gathered mo-
mentum, Syria seemed about to be 
wracked by another spasm of inter-
ference by outside powers in a war 
that seems to keep pulling in more 
military forces even as it produces 
a never-ending stream of refugees.

The Americans are widely re-

ported to be building an air base 
in the north-east near the Euphra-
tes for their special forces troops 
to step up the fight against ISIS. It 
is their first military base in Syria 
after five years of US reluctance 
to get dragged into this bruis-
ing brawl and comes as President 
Barack Obama, unshackled in the 
final year of his presidency, looks 
like he’s finally unleashing the US 
military’s “snake-eaters” to get to 
grips with ISIS’s apocalyptic army 
while stepping up air strikes by a 
US-led coalition. This could signal 
the deployment of wider US “boots 
on the ground” as Russia expands 
its campaign to save Assad.

The Russians have set up two 
new air bases inland from their La-
takia stronghold and are providing 
direct artillery support — including 
multiple rocket launchers for the 
first time — for Assad’s army and its 
myriad militias as they batter Syr-
ian towns and cities with bombs 
and cruise missiles, indifferent to 
the rising toll of civilian casualties.

These days, Moscow is even 
sending in elite infantry units to 
replace conscripts deployed in Sep-

tember, supposedly for “force pro-
tection” but which look like getting 
into the shooting war. 

And now Turkey, which has gone 
to great lengths to stay out of the 
Syrian imbroglio, looks like it’s 
about to send forces into northern 
Syria to ensure the Kurds, Ankara’s 
bête noire, do not establish an in-
dependent state along Turkey’s 
southern border that will support 
the battle by Turkey’s own Kurdish 
minority for autonomy.

To make matters even worse, the 
Turkish government, which fer-
vently wants Assad gone, and the 
Russians, who don’t, are at each 
other’s throats, particularly since 
Turkish F-16s shot down a Russian 
fighter on the Syrian border after it 
apparently strayed into Turkish air 

space on November 24th.
Ankara is incensed that the Rus-

sians are actively arming the Kurds. 
Turkish analyst Soner Cagaptay of 
the Washington Institute for Near 
East Policy, says this will stir up 
Turkey’s internal war against its 
own rebellious Kurds of the out-
lawed Kurdistan Workers’ Party 
(PKK).

“It’s not a matter of if, it’s a mat-
ter of when some of these weap-
ons will end up in the hands of the 
PKK,” he observed. This presages 
dark days ahead that will add an-
other layer of complexity to the 
Syrian carnage.

With the war intensifying be-
cause of the ever-increasing par-
ticipation of outside powers, the 
prospect of a negotiated settlement 
seems more remote than ever.

Spyer cautions that, even if Assad 
were to disappear from the equa-
tion, a prospect for the time being 
curtailed by the firepower Russia is 
deploying to save the Damascus re-
gime, “The war for Syria’s succes-
sion and the suffering of its inhabit-
ants would almost certainly not be 
at an end.”

The ever-expanding war in Syria
Ed Blanche

A fighter from Jaysh al-Islam (Islam Army) walks through a hole in the wall in Harasta Qantara, near Marj al-Sultan on the eastern 
outskirts of Damascus, on January 23rd.
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T 

he United Nations and US 
Secretary of State John 
Kerry insist that the par-
ties gathering in Geneva 
begin the process of put-

ting Syria back together again. But 
fierce disagreement exists over 
many core issues, including who 
should not be at the negotiating 
table.

While Kerry has been confidently 
asserting that the talks will con-
vene — the most recent target date 
was January 29th — the Syrian gov-
ernment has made it clear it will 
make no concessions in the talks.

This is hardly an auspicious be-
ginning to the Syrian “peace pro-
cess” and raises the question: What 
exactly should diplomats be trying 
to achieve in Geneva, assuming the 
most important actors show up?

The situation on the ground, as 
well as the conflicting views among 
the outside actors — two of whom, 
Iran and Saudi Arabia, have been on 
the verge of conflict themselves — 
suggest that the Geneva talks should 
have as their objective the most ba-
sic of goals: An end to the fighting.

That is what three US analysts 
suggest in a policy briefing written 
for the RAND Corporation, a ven-
erable California-based think-tank 
with deep ties to the Pentagon and 
the State Department. The briefing 
was written by James Dobbins, who 

served as US ambassador to the 
European Union under President 
George W. Bush and as President 
Barack Obama’s special representa-
tive for Afghanistan and Pakistan; 
Philip Gordon, who served as spe-
cial assistant to the president and 
White House coordinator for the 
Middle East, North Africa and the 
Gulf Region from 2013-15; and Jef-
frey Martini, a Middle East analyst 
in RAND’s Washington office.

The briefing argues that the im-
mediate objective of talks should 
be to determine “the most practical 
way to end the fighting”. More con-
tentious issues, such as the future 

of Syrian President Bashar Assad, 
should be delayed.

“At this point,” the analysts 
write, “whether President As-
sad stays or goes in the near term 
should be regarded as a matter of 
pure expediency; the United States 
should pursue whichever outcome 
will more quickly stop the fight-
ing.”

The RAND briefing in effect de-
clares that the objectives outlined 
in the nine-point plan regarding 
Syria agreed to in October put the 
cart well ahead of the horse: “There 
seems to be no prospect that the 
contending Syrian parties can 

agree on detailed arrangements for 
a new Syrian state, let alone on its 
leadership, anytime soon.”

Instead, Dobbins, Gordon and 
Martini propose that the talks in 
Geneva focus on “securing an im-
mediate ceasefire, accompanied 
by internationally agreed arrange-
ments for its enforcement.”

As difficult to achieve as even 
this will minimal goal is, “it is a 
more realistic goal and its achieve-
ment would be hugely preferable to 
its main alternative — the indefinite 
continuation or even escalation of 
a devastating war. A ceasefire may 
not be a sufficient condition for an 
eventual political settlement but it 
is likely to be a necessary one.”

The briefing proposes that Syria 
be divided into four zones: areas 
controlled by the Kurdish fighters; 
areas held by the Damascus re-
gime; the broad swath of territory 
controlled by opposition forces; 
and territory under the control of 
the Islamic State (ISIS). The cease-
fire would apply to the first three 
zones only; the war against ISIS, 
the authors say, should continue.

They go on to say that external 
actors — the United States, Russia, 
Turkey and Jordan — should be 
responsible for guaranteeing the 
ceasefire in their respective areas 
of influence. For the United States, 
this would be the Kurdish areas; for 
Russia, the government-controlled 
area; and for Jordan and Turkey, ar-
eas held by opposition forces.

As modest as the RAND pro-
posal is compared to Vienna’s nine 

points, it still would require inten-
sive negotiations and compromises 
and a considerable amount of polit-
ical risk-taking by outside actors. It 
would need to include a side agree-
ment between the United States 
and Russia, for example, to ensure 
that there are no “accidents”.

The Saudis would have to be 
convinced to accept an agreement 
that recognises the Assad regime as 
the legitimate administrator, if not 
government, in the parts of Syria it 
holds. The prospect of the Kurds 
being in charge of a zone, would be 
anathema to Turkey, lest the zone 
transform into a state at some fu-
ture point.

Some will argue that by estab-
lishing zones the proposal works 
against the professed desire for 
an eventual reunification of Syria. 
However, the reality is that Syria 
will not be unified any time soon 
and may never be. And unification 
certainly will not happen while 
Syrians are killing each other.

Mark Habeeb is the East-West 
editor of The Arab Weekly and 
adjunct professor of Global Politics 
and Security at Georgetown 
University in Washington.

Geneva talks should seek the most basic goal: Stop the fighting
Mark Habeeb

Just hold the bullets. Fighters from rebel factions and Jaysh 
al-Islam, prepare their ammunition near Marj al-Sultan on the  
outskirts of Damascus, on January 23rd.

Dobbins, Gordon and 
Martini propose that 
the talks in Geneva 
focus on “securing 
an immediate 
ceasefire”.



4 January 29, 2016

News & Analysis Syria  

Amman

S 

yrian President Bashar 
Assad has reportedly dis-
missed the regional Pan-
Arab command of the Arab 
Ba’ath Socialist Party, a 

move that points to his frustration 
with the body’s lack of support 
during Syria’s lengthy civil strife.

Dissolving the Pan-Arab com-
mand underlines the divisions 
within the Ba’ath Party over the 
way Assad handled the Syrian rev-
olution, which began in March 2011 
with peaceful demonstrations but 
developed into all-out civil war. 
More than 250,000 people have 
died and millions have been dis-
placed in the conflict since then.

It indicates that Assad is aban-
doning those who once staunchly 
backed his regime and that of his 
predecessor, his late father Hafez 
Assad. The Assad regime is made 
of the Alawite minority ruling a 
majority Sunni Muslim popula-
tion through the socialist system 
of Ba’ath. The Alawites are an off-
shoot of Shia Islam, spearheaded 
by Iran.

According to well-informed 
sources in Damascus, Assad’s Jan-
uary 14th decision was made ver-
bally to the Pan-Arab command. 
Assad is the Ba’ath Party’s secre-
tary-general.

The regional command main-
tains followers in Lebanon, Jordan, 
the West Bank, Iraq, Yemen, Tu-
nisia, Sudan and Mauritania, ac-
cording to an official at the Jordan 
branch of the Ba’ath Party.

“Under President Assad’s instruc-
tions, all Syrian Ba’ath branches 

across the Arab world were asked 
to dissolve themselves,” the official 
told The Arab Weekly in Jordan. He 
declined to be identified, citing the 
sensitivity of his information.

“We were told that authority will 
be in the hands of the Ba’ath com-
mand in Syria, which will take over 
all our tasks,” he added.

In Syria, a source close to the 
Ba’ath command confirmed the 
move. The source said Assad’s 
request was relayed to Abdullah 
al-Ahmar, an Arab Ba’ath Party as-
sistant secretary-general, who con-
vened an emergency meeting of 
the Ba’ath command to discuss the 
president’s decision.

“The command members agreed 
on rejecting the decision, argu-
ing that dissolving the Arab Ba’ath 
command needs an approval from 
the general assembly and cannot 
be done through a verbal request,” 
the source told The Arab Weekly, 
also insisting on anonymity.

The source said Presidency Min-
ister Mansour Azzam visited Ba’ath 
headquarters and informed Ahmar 
in person of Assad’s decision.

Inventory committees followed 
on January 17th to take command 
of property, including buildings, 
vehicles, furniture and all other 
possessions.

Well-informed sources linked 
Assad’s decision to the failure of 
the Ba’ath Party command to sup-
port him during the country’s war, 
with some Ba’ath officials opposing 
Assad’s handling of the crisis. They 

also cited “financial and adminis-
trative corruption in regional com-
mand offices as well as financial 
privileges some regional command 
members are enjoying”.

The Ba’ath Party command was 
one of the strongest supporters of 
the Assad regime. It garnered sup-
port for the regime in Damascus 
through members across the Arab 
world. The Ba’ath has lured Arabs 
through, among other things, uni-

versity scholarships to study in 
Syria for free.

The Arab Ba’ath Socialist Party 
was established in Syria in 1947 
under the slogan of One Arab Na-
tion with freedom as its objective 
through unity among Arabs and 
their liberation of colonialism to 
establish the Arab socialist system.

On October 16, 1970, Hafez As-
sad, acting as defence minister, 
led a group of officers in what was 

known then as the “corrective 
movement”. Ahmed Khatib be-
came president temporarily, as As-
sad took over the party secretariat 
and also became head of the party 
leadership in Syria. On February 22, 
1971, Assad was proclaimed presi-
dent.

After Hafez Assad’s death in June 
2000, Bashar Assad was elected 
president and Ba’ath secretary-
general.

Assad dissolves Pan-Arab Ba’ath command over misgivings
The Arab Weekly staff

A 2014 File picture of Syrian President Bashar Assad (C) addressing members of the ruling Ba’ath 
Party in Damascus.

 Assad is abandoning 
those who once 
staunchly backed 
his regime.

US Secretary of State John Kerry (R) with Russian Foreign 
Minister Sergei Lavrov before talks on the Syria peace process in 
Zurich, on January 20th.

In Syria’s complex war, US and Russia are partners

S
audi anxiety appeared 
to hit another high just 
before the row with Iran 
over the January 2nd 
execution of Shia cleric 
Nimr al-Nimr. That is 

not surprising. As the Saudis look 
around at the Middle East, they 
can see that they are increasingly 
on the defensive.

Nowhere is this truer than 
in Syria. The Russian military 
intervention reversed a trend 
that had seemed to favour Saudi 
Arabia and Turkey in their efforts 
to overthrow Syrian President 
Bashar Assad.

Rebel groups, led by Jaysh 
al-Fatah, had made major gains 
in Idlib province and were 
threatening the Alawite heartland. 
There were signs the United 
States was shifting towards the 
establishment of a security zone 
along the Turkish border. And a 
firm principle of the international 
community was that Assad had 
to leave office before a political 
process could begin.

However, everything changed 
after Moscow entered the fray. 
The attacks in Paris by the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in November only 
hardened positions in the West, 
so that the focal point in Syria 
became far less about getting 
rid of Assad than eliminating 
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi and his 
followers.

Worse, there was a growing 
perception that the Saudis and 
Turks were backing extremists 
in Syria, so that in the Western 

imagination jihadists, the 
Syrian opposition and Saudi 
Arabia and Turkey were all, 

simplistically, bunched into one.
At the same time, President 

Barack Obama’s administration, 
while condemning Russian 
actions, quickly began 
coordinating with Russia to avoid 
accidental confrontations between 
their militaries. Washington 
was careful to portray this as a 
necessary practical measure, not a 
sign of shared purpose.

However, in recent weeks, de 
facto cooperation seems to have 
increased. Media reports suggest 
Russian aircraft have assisted the 
advance of the Syrian Democratic 
Forces (SDF), a coalition of the 
Kurdish People’s Protection Units 
(YPG) and Arab and non-Arab 
groups seeking to expel ISIS from 
Raqqa province. Yet the SDF is 
primarily backed by the United 
States and mistrusted by Turkey, 
which fears the PYD seeks to link 
Kurdish areas in north-eastern 
Syria with those around Afrin, 
north-west of Aleppo.

The SDF is also regarded as a 
threat by the Saudi- and Turkish-
backed Jaysh al-Fatah, one of 
whose main components is, or 

was, the al-Qaeda-linked Jabhat 
al-Nusra. Jaysh al-Fatah and other 
Syrian rebel groups worry that 
if the SDF, or anyone else, cut 
their Azaz supply line to Turkey, 
they could be surrounded in the 
Aleppo area. Russia is mainly 
helping the Syrian Army and the 
Americans are helping the SDF but 
the priorities of both leave Saudi-
backed rebels vulnerable.

To the Saudis, this is a sign of 
a worrying American shift. Bad 
news often comes in pairs: In 
December, US Secretary of State 
John Kerry signalled another 
concession when the United 
States said Assad could remain in 
power for a time during a Syrian 
transition, no longer conditioning 
peace talks on his departure.

According to a UN plan reached 
in November in Vienna, talks 
between the Syrian regime and 
recognised opposition groups 
are to begin on January 29th, 
leading towards the formation of a 
transitional governing body. This 
body would organise presidential 
and parliamentary elections by 
August 2017. A leaked internal 

Obama administration timeline 
indicates that Assad may be gone 
by March 2017.

The Saudis have no faith in such 
deadlines. All they can see is that 
the United States and Russia are 
in agreement to let Assad stay for 
now to prevent a void in Syria and 
that US President Barack Obama 
has done nothing to prevent 
Russian bombing of their Syrian 
allies. Riyadh and Ankara have 
moved closer but increasingly 
seem to be alone.

Nor is Arab solidarity 
heartening. Among the Arab 
states, Iraq, Jordan, Egypt, Algeria 
and Lebanon are either supportive 
of Assad or profoundly worried 
about a victory by extremists 
in Syria. This has restricted the 
kingdom’s ability to persevere, all 
the more so as this dominant Arab 
view reflects similar unease in 
Washington.

With Riyadh’s Yemen policy in 
a shambles and its Syria policy 
gradually being dismantled 
by Russia and the complicated 
calculations and maneuverings of 
all parties in Syria, no wonder the 
Saudis are nervous.

They see their main regional foe, 
Iran, gaining in both countries. 
In that context, Nimr’s execution 
could have been a way of 
tightening Sunni ranks and trying 
to place the kingdom once again at 
their forefront. But the Syrian war 
has caused too much damage and 
everyone is eager for a settlement. 
If keeping Assad for a time is the 
price to pay, so be it, seems to be 
the message from the outside. The 
Saudi and Turkish desire to fight 
on until Assad is forced out pleases 
nobody. Riyadh’s increasingly 
frantic behaviour betrays that they 
sense this.

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.

Michael 
Young

View point
Everything 
changed 
after Moscow 
entered the 
fray.

In recent weeks,
de facto cooperation 
seems to have increased.
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T 

he economic and secu-
rity costs of Egypt’s 2011 
uprising were huge but 
many of the uprising’s po-
litical aspirations remain 

unfulfilled, experts and revolution-
aries say.

The movement, which started on 
social media as an expression of an-
ger against police brutality, under-
mined Egypt’s security apparatus, 
with ramifications that continue to 
reverberate.

“Tens of police stations were 
torched, several jails broken and 
tens of thousands of inmates let 
loose, including some who con-
tinue to stage attacks against police 
and army personnel,” retired police 
major-general Farouk Megrahi said. 
“A sizeable portion of the terrorism 
we suffer from now can be traced 
back to all this.”

According to the Egyptian Inte-
rior Ministry, 720 police officers 
have been killed and 18,000 others 
injured since the 2011 revolution, 
which started January 25th — usu-
ally Police Day. Over 18 days, Cairo’s 
Tahrir Square, where most of the 
protests occurred, became a world-
wide symbol of political change.

The uprising ended president 
Hosni Mubarak’s three decades 
of rule. It also created an unprec-
edented security vacuum because 
of the wiping out of Egypt’s inter-
nal intelligence service, which col-
lected information about terrorists, 
religious extremists and jihadists.

Some jihadists attacking the 
army and police in the Sinai penin-
sula and other areas are believed to 
have escaped from jail during the 
uprising.

The Muslim Brotherhood stood 
back from participating in the up-
rising at first but joined in after 
the security system collapsed. The 
Brotherhood spearheaded attacks 
on internal intelligence offices and, 
when it took power, worked to 
eliminate the service, which had 
closely monitored its violent mem-
bers.

Egyptian officials needed a long 
time to re-establish a new internal 

secret service from scratch.
Five years after the uprising 

Egypt continues to suffer economic 
losses, especially in tourism.

“Tourists came in their millions 
and revenues from all economic 
sectors in their billions,” said Yumn 
al-Hamaqi, a Cairo University eco-
nomics professor. “There were 
enough foreign currency reserves 
in the Central Bank to cover our 
country’s imports for a long time.”

Egypt under Mubarak annually 
attracted 12 million foreign tourists 
who injected $14 billion into the 
economy. The country has since 
struggled to come close to this fig-
ure. In 2015, 9.3 million tourists 
visited Egypt, down 6% from the 
number of tourists visiting in 2014, 
according to the Tourism Ministry. 
Tourism revenues were $6.1 billion 
in 2015, down 15% from the year be-
fore, it says.

When Mubarak stepped down, 
there was $36 billion in foreign cur-

rency reserves in Egypt’s coffers. 
Now, the reserves are less than 
$17 billion, although Egypt has re-
ceived about $20 billion in finan-
cial assistance from Gulf countries 
since June 2013.

With oil prices reaching record 
lows and its Gulf friends suffering 
budget deficits, Egypt is turning to 
the World Bank for help, reported-
ly seeking up to $6 billion in loans. 
Egypt has also tried to woo inves-
tors by launching a series of major 
projects, including a huge indus-
trial hub near the Suez Canal.

The political gains Egypt made 
from Mubarak’s overthrow do not 
equal the security and economic 
devastation it sustained as a result. 

Egypt seems to be politically 
going back to square one. Most of 
the symbols of the anti-Mubarak 
uprising languish in jail; political 
freedoms, including the right to 
peaceful assembly, the revolution 
opened the door to are eroding; 
and the police abuses are again ap-
parent, revolutionaries say.

Almost all the leaders of the Mus-
lim Brotherhood, including for-
mer president Muhammad Morsi, 
are also in jail. Morsi is blamed by 
many of causing the military’s re-
turn to power by failing to unite 
Egypt or address its economic and 
political woes during his one-year 
rule.

In contrast, Mubarak’s two sons 
and most of the figures of his re-
gime, who were imprisoned at the 
beginning of the 2011 revolt for cor-

ruption, embezzlement and use of 
force against protesters, are out of 
jail.

The military is back in power 
with President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, 
the former defence minister, hold-
ing power after elections gener-
ally seen as free and fair. Sisi enjoys 
massive public support.

“Five years after the revolution, 
youths are still far away from po-
litical empowerment, although 
they were at the forefront of it,” 
said Tarek al-Kholi, one of the Tah-
rir Square revolutionaries. “The 
revolution failed to translate into 
a political project on the ground, 
which is, I think, the reason for all 
its shortcomings.”

Nevertheless, Kholi, in his late 
30s, is now a member of parlia-
ment, 40% of whose members are 
younger than 45 years old.

Khaled Osama is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

Five years after Mubarak’s downfall, Egypt still counts its losses
Khaled Osama

Pro-government protesters holding Egyptian national f lags in Alexandria on the fifth anniversary of the uprising that ended the reign of 
Hosni Mubarak in Alexandria, on January 25th.

The uprising ended 
president Hosni 
Mubarak’s three 
decades of rule. It 
also created an 
unprecedented 
security vacuum.

Cairo

M 

ultiple agreements 
signed by Egypt and 
China will significant-
ly push the Egyptian 
economy forward, 

link the country’s development ef-
forts with those of China and at-
tract additional Chinese investment 
to Egypt, economists and the Egyp-
tian government said.

Chinese President Xi Jinping, 
making his first state visit to Egypt 
on January 20th, and his delega-
tion signed agreements expanding 
cooperation with Egypt in various 
sectors, including infrastructure, 
electricity, trade, space, industry 
and, most importantly, the Suez Ca-
nal region.

“Xi pledged to encourage quali-
fied Chinese companies to invest in 
Egypt,” economist Fakhry al-Fiqqi 
said. “This is actually very impor-
tant to our country, which is badly 
in need of these investments.”

China invests $500 million in 
Egypt at present, according to the 
Egyptian government, compared to 
approximately $25 billion Beijing in-
vests in the African continent.

Egypt, trying to gain a more im-
portant spot on China’s investment 
map, showed Chinese investors 
a host of planned major projects, 
including the Suez Canal region, 
which is foreseen as a mega-inter-
national industrial and service in-
vestment hub.

A Chinese company was selected 

to implement most of the infra-
structure of Egypt’s new adminis-
trative capital, a sprawling mega-
city almost ten times the size of 
Paris. The new capital will include 
commercial and financial centres, 
residential areas, shopping malls, 
recreational parks and a govern-
mental district.

Beside investments, however, 
Egypt hopes rebalance its lopsided 
trade with China. Beijing does $251.1 
billion in trade with Arab partners 
each year with about $12 billion in-

volving Egypt. Of that, only $1 bil-
lion represents Egyptian goods sent 
to China.

Egypt’s markets have been inun-
dated with large amounts of cheap 
Chinese products, ranging from 
sewing needles and plastic dolls, 
to cars and tractors. This wipes out 
Egyptian industry and costs tens of 
thousands Egyptian jobs.

To redress the imbalance, eco-
nomics Professor Mohamed Diab 
says Egypt needs to learn from the 
Asian economic giant, especially 

when it comes to mass production 
and the ability to have a presence in 
world markets.

“This is important if our coun-
try will turn into an exporter from 
a mere recipient of world goods,” 
Diab said. “To do this, we should fo-
cus on industrial investments when 
it comes to countries like China.”

Egypt has a lot to interest Chinese 
investors, experts said. Cairo has 
embarked on a nuclear power pro-
gramme in which China could play 
a role. Egypt also started building 
enormous solar power stations in 
the western desert. Egypt’s textile 
and steel production sectors are, 
economists said, fertile fields for 
Chinese investments.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi has visited China twice. In 
2014, he signed an agreement with 
Xi to raise Egypt’s relations with 
China to the level of strategic part-
nership.

In August 2014, Egypt opened a 
parallel channel to the Suez Canal 
to allow two-way transits for the 
first time. Sisi says the canal will be 
an important landmark on the Belt 
and Road Initiative, a plan unveiled 
in 2013 by China to — as officially 
stated — connect Asia, Africa and 
Europe. Xi and Sisi signed a docu-
ment that includes a plan for further 

cooperation in the next five years. 
China also pledged to offer train-
ing to 2,000 Egyptians in different 
fields in the same period.

Above all, China deposited $1.7 
billion in Egypt’s Central Bank to 
boost the country’s foreign cur-
rency reserves, which had been 
remarkably affected by its political 
and security turmoil.

China appears to be starting to 
play a more active international 
role, specifically on the Arab stage, 
one marked with conflicts and wars, 
political observers said.

In Cairo, the second Arab capital 
he visited after Riyadh, Xi went to 
the Arab League headquarters, ad-
dressed member state representa-
tives and stipulated his country’s 
vision for solving the problems of 
the region.

He said the region’s conflicts 
should be resolved through dia-
logue, development and the crea-
tion of hope.

Political observers in Egypt said 
China seeks to pursue an active for-
eign policy, one that makes it more 
engaged in conflict regions.

“This is a very important coun-
try that speaks, almost for the first 
time, about its desire to participate 
in resolving world conflicts, espe-
cially in the Arab region,” Tarek 
Fahmi, a political science professor 
at Cairo University, said. “This is of 
huge importance and can signifi-
cantly contribute to resolving these 
conflicts after years of fighting.”

Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

Egypt, China edge closer
Ibrahim Ouf

Children carrying Chinese flags cheer as Egyptian President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi (L), walks with Chinese President Xi Jinping (R) 
during their meeting in Cairo, on January 21st.

Chinese President Xi 
Jinping made his 
first state visit to 
Egypt on January 
20th.
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In Iran elections are a 
show of allegiance not of 
democracy

I
n representative democracies, 
the purpose of elections is 
clear enough: Voting serves as 
a decision-making process by 
which the population chooses 
an individual to hold public 

office. But what purpose do 
elections serve in authoritarian 
regimes such as the Islamic 
Republic of Iran?

How come Supreme Leader 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei and the 
regime’s propaganda machine 
constantly urge the electorate to 
vote while simultaneously banning 
candidates from running for public 
office?

And how come the electorate 
votes when it is obvious that 
elections in Iran have little influence 
on the selection of the ruling elite or 
policymaking?

The answer to the first question 
can be found in the Islamic 
Republic’s distinct interpretation 
of the act of voting as the renewal 
of allegiance by the umma — the 
Islamic community of believers — to 
the leader of the revolution.

According to this interpretation, 
the act of voting is of greater 
importance than who is elected 
to office. Following this logic, 
the bigger the voter turnout is, 
the firmer is the bond of loyalty 
of the public to the leader and 
the affirmation of the regime’s 
legitimacy.

High voter turnout for elections, 
however, is a double-edged sword 
for the regime in Tehran because 
these historically have resulted 
in a smaller share of support for 
candidates favoured by Khamenei.

Such was the case with the 
reformist Mohammad Khatami’s 
1997 landslide victory over Ali-
Akbar Nateq Nouri, Khamenei’s 
favourite for the presidency. 
Mir-Hossein Mousavi’s popularity 
in the 2009 campaign against the 
incumbent Mahmoud Ahmadinejad 
and Hassan Rohani’s election 
victory over Saeed Jalili in 2013 are 
other examples.

In those instances, larger-than-
expected voter turnout caught 

the regime off guard and 
either led to the victory 
of the candidate least 
favoured by Khamenei or 
the largest anti-regime 
rallies in the history of the 
Islamic Republic, as was 
the case in the aftermath 
of the fraudulent 2009 
presidential election won 
by Ahmadinejad.

The Islamic Republic, 
however, has learned from its 
mistakes and in the run-up to the 
February 26th elections for the 290-
seat Majlis, or parliament, and the 

88-member Assembly of Experts, a 
body that will appoint Khamenei’s 
successor, the regime seems to be 
better prepared to engineer the 
process this time around.

The watchdog Guardian 
Council allows a few “undesirable 
elements”, such as former president 
Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, to stand 
for public office in an attempt to 
mobilise voters, but simultaneously 
disqualifies thousands of other 
candidates. Even if elected, those 
deemed problematic by the clerical 
regime installed by Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini after the 1979 
Islamic revolution will be isolated 
in the political arena and pose no 
serious challenge to Khamenei’s 
authority.

So why does Iran’s electorate 
participate in elections in spite 
of public awareness of how the 
process is manipulated and the 
results doctored? Why vote in 
elections that exert little influence 
on the selection of who rules and 
determines national policies?

The answer to this question can 
be found in the ability of the regime 
to create the illusion that the choice 
is between bad and worse. In order 
to avoid the worse option of being 
governed by incompetents such as 
Ahmadinejad, the public rushes to 
the ballots to vote for technocrats 
from Rohani’s circle.

And to avoid the Assembly 
of Experts being dominated by 
religious zealots such as Ayatollah 
Mohammad-Taqi Mesbah Yazdi, 
they rush to vote for Rafsanjani, 
a master manipulator who has 
become immensely rich over the 
years through questionable dealings 
but retains considerable political 
clout and public support when put 
up against the arch-conservatives 
who hold power.

This game has worked well for 
the regime but one day the Iranian 
public will demand a choice 
between good and bad instead 
of the choice between bad and 
worse. On that day, Khamenei will 
look in vain for the masses whose 
allegiance he thinks he has won.

Ali Alfoneh is a specialist on Iran 
and the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps. He is a senior 
fellow at the Foundation for Defense 
of Democracies in Washington.

T
he just-released International Labour Organisation 
(ILO) report World Employment Social Outlook: Trends 
2016 highlights some of the Arab world’s shortcomings 
in terms of employment, a key source of potential 
instability in the region.

The report came out as riots in Tunisia served as 
reminder of the destabilising potential of youth unem-

ployment. The ILO figures show that labour participation is low and 
unemployment forecasts worrisome in Arab countries outside the 
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) region.

“In non-GCC countries, unemployment is expected to remain 
elevated and increase further to 15.4% in 2016,” the report warned.

In these countries, especially in North Africa, two specific gaps 
— unmatched elsewhere in the world — further compound the 
unemployment problem.

One is the gender gap. Women are almost three times more likely 
to be unemployed than men, despite the fact that more young 
women than men in the Arab world are graduating from universi-
ties these days. The second is the age gap: At 28.4% in 2015, the 
youth unemployment rate in the MENA region is almost five times 
higher than the joblessness rate for older adults, according to the 
ILO report.

In North Africa, youth unemployment is even higher than the 
Arab average: 30% for both sexes and 45% for young women.

Youth unemployment is often the result of a mismatch between 
the training provided by educational systems and what the job 
market needs. Urgent educational reform is more than ever 
required.

The high rate of joblessness among young people is also a reflec-
tion of an over-reliance on public sector employment, notes the 
report. The civil service in Tunisia, Egypt and many other Arab 
countries employs many more people than are necessary. The 
Tunisian government was right in rejecting public service recruit-
ment as a solution to the country’s endemic youth unemployment 
problem. While mindsets among young people have to evolve, 
governments must play a major role in this crisis period.

Unemployment as a whole is fundamentally the result of the lack 
of economic growth. The region’s economies are simply not grow-
ing fast enough to create value-added jobs for young people. Major 
economic reform cannot be delayed.

The ILO expects economic growth in most of North Africa to 
remain “too low and not sufficiently inclusive to make a significant 
impact on youth unemployment”. Tunisia, for instance, cannot 
create job opportunities with gross domestic product (GDP) growth 
estimated at close to zero. Economic growth in Jordan and Lebanon 
slowed in 2015 to 2.0% and 2.9%, respectively. War and the influx of 
refugees are diminishing the ability of Iraq, Jordan and Lebanon to 
create jobs.

Ending wars and conflicts are, among other things, economic 
necessities. But, if the war ended today, Syria would still require 20 
years of 3% GDP growth to reach the 2010’s level of economic 
output. It took Lebanon’s GDP 20 years to recover from civil war.

With the preponderance of the informal sector, economies of the 
region are plagued by precarious labour and child employment. The 
MENA labour force counts more than 9.2 million children, an 
anomaly that further hinders a viable solution to unemployment.

A clear vision is urgently needed in the Arab world on how to get 
out of the socio-economic morass and provide hope and opportu-
nity to the young who legitimately yearn for a better present and 
future.

Unemployment 
is a source of instability 
in MENA

The regime is able to 
create the illusion 
that the choice is 
between bad and 
worse.

Ali Alfoneh

High voter 
turnout  is a 
double-edged 
sword for the 
regime in Tehran.
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E
ach time Tunisia has 
been in ferment in the 
past five years, it has 
been over the unful-
filled dreams of its 
young people. In 

December 2010, Mohamed 
Bouazizi, 26, set himself on fire 
in Sidi Bouzid to protest against 
police harassment and humilia-
tion. In January 2016, Ridha 
Yahyaoui, 28, was electrocuted 
when he climbed a utility pole to 
draw attention to his futile 
struggle to get a job.

Bouazizi’s dreadful death set 
off the optimistically named 
“Arab spring”. Yahyaoui’s forced 
a nationwide curfew and many 
suspiciously emollient promises 
from Tunisian President Beji Caid 
Essebsi’s government.

Across the Middle East and 
North Africa region, Bouazizi’s 
and Yahyaoui’s generation seems 

hopelessly lost in the 
convulsions of time. The 
generation still at school 
may find its reality — and 
prospects — no different. 
It is, as Albert Camus said 
in 1957 of his own war-
weary generation, “heir 
to a corrupt history, in 
which are mingled fallen 
revolutions, technology 

gone mad, dead gods and 
worn-out ideologies, where 
mediocre powers can destroy 
all yet no longer know how to 
convince.”

Nobody, to paraphrase Camus, 
can ask these young people to be 
optimists. Not when the MENA 
region accounts for 15% of the 
world’s conflicts while housing 
only 5.5% of the population. The 
tensions go much beyond bloody 
wars and civil strife.

In Tunisia, 37.6% of young 
people have no job. In 
ungoverned Libya, all of them 
have no country. In war-torn 
Syria, there is no safety. In 
Iraq, there is no stability. In the 
Palestinian territories, the young 
see no way to end the brutal 
injustice of the occupation. A 
December 2011 World Bank report 
described the previous half 
century in the region as follows: 
“The distribution of conflict 
years between countries is highly 
uneven — 65% of conflict in MENA 
since 1960 occurred in Israel, the 
West Bank and Gaza, Iran, and 
Iraq. Algeria, Yemen and Morocco 
accounted for another 21%.”

It is a truly terrible map of 
trauma for an overwhelmingly 
young region. More than half its 
population is under 25; nearly 
half is of working age. How does 
this “youth bulge”, in the term 
coined by German social scientist 
Gunnar Heinsohn in the mid-
1990s, react to wars without 
end? And does the Middle East’s 
unprecedentedly youthful 
demographic affect conflict? 
Does the weight of unfulfilled 
expectations lead to greater 

discontent and more friction?
Research suggests that conflict-

countries find themselves in 
vicious cycles — with weak 
governance driving conflict, 
which further erodes governance 
and stokes the likelihood of 
renewed warfare.

The World Bank is dispiriting 
but clear about the MENA 
region’s fragility on account of 
its “disproportional number of 
conflicts”.

The causalities of war, it 
says, go beyond death as the 
result of direct combat. “Even 
more people die as a result of 
related causes, including the 
spread of infectious disease, 
the destruction of assets, the 
loss of support mechanisms and 
the diversion of government 
spending away from basic 
services,” the World Bank said. 
According to some estimates 
the number of indirect deaths 
attributable to conflict is double 
the actual number of direct 
conflict deaths in the region.

And then there are what the 
World Bank calls the “intangible 
effects on cultures, societies 
and social cohesion”. What 
does this mean? Perhaps as a 
Population Action International 
study suggested a few years 
ago, a predilection to extreme 
ways of thinking. The study 
said that conflict and instability 
in the Muslim world had left 
“large populations of idle youth 

especially prone to virulent 
strands of Islam as an alternative 
force for social mobility”.

Are the youth condemned then 
to forge, as Camus lamented, 
the art of living in times of 
catastrophe in order to be born a 
second time?

Perhaps. And it would be no 
bad thing. Rebirth can mean 
new beginnings, especially in 
the midst of chaos. Not everyone 
agrees that the region’s future is 
doom and gloom. Egyptian writer 
Tarek Osman says that Arab 
youth will rise above the previous 
generations’ failures, which they 
see all around them.

“In the 350 million Arabs today, 
the vast majority are under 30, 35 
years old,” Osman recently told 
the BBC. “If they have inherited 
so many failures they will not 
necessarily want to repeat 
them, I hope, and certainly they 
will want to escape them.” He 
discerns this happening already 
in the form of something he calls 
“entrepreneurial thinking”.

Osman is in a hopeful minority. 
Unfortunately, the more likely 
reality is that the region’s young 
— its hope and its future — cannot 
hope to make history but merely 
suffer it.

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.

Region’s young lost in the convulsions of time

Rashmee Roshan Lall

It is a truly terrible 
map of trauma for an 
overwhelmingly 
young region.

I
s the statement by US 
Vice-President Joe Biden — 
that the United States would 
be putting boots on the 
ground in Syria to fight the 
Islamic State (ISIS) — a 

change of heart and mind as far 
as US foreign policy is con-
cerned?

Since the outbreak of the Syrian 
civil war in 2011, President Barack 
Obama’s administration has been 
adamant that there would be 
no US troops deployed in Syria. 
Now the Obama administration 
is having second thoughts. Is this 
a last-minute attempt by Obama 
to make amends for his lack of 
interest in a turbulent Middle 
East?

Obama, who leaves the White 
House next January, is concerned 
— as all presidents before him 
were — about his legacy. While 
Obama has scored some victory 
points domestically, there is 
nothing major on foreign policy 
that his administration can claim, 
such as president Jimmy Carter 
orchestrating the Camp David 
accords that ushered in a lasting 
peace between Egypt and Israel.

But for Obama, as it was for Bill 
Clinton, attempts at rectifying 
the Middle East conflict come too 
little, too late. Similarly, Obama 
must certainly feel the pressure 
mounting as each day brings the 
inauguration of the next president 
closer.

Is the United States serious 
about sending troops to fight in 
Syria? Rumours have it that the 
101st Airborne Division, one of 
the crack units of the US Army, is 
preparing for the task.

The statement the vice-
president made after he met 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip 

Erdogan in Istanbul took 
care to underline that US 
and Turkish forces would 
deploy to fight ISIS and 
would not be involved 
in the Syrian civil war 
otherwise.

Additionally, Obama 
may feel pressured to 
act given that Russia has 
a firm foothold, which 
includes air bases and 

naval facilities, in Syria. Now 
that the Russians are there, it is 
highly unlikely they would ever 
leave the eastern Mediterranean.

In essence it would be hard to 
detect any policy change given 
that there was never any clear-cut 
policy on Syria to begin with. The 
Obama administration seemed to 
randomly pick out an opposition 
group from the plethora of forces 
opposed to Syrian President 
Bashar Assad, only to realise 
a short while later that it was 
the wrong group. Some Syrian 
opposition groups wanted to 
appear sympathetic to the United 
States so as to receive training, 
weapons and financing.

With the peace talks possibly 
restarting and the possibility of 
a major offensive by the United 
States and Turkey, is there a 
glimmer of a light at the end of 
the tunnel? On the one hand, if 
Syrian peace talks succeed, this 

may be the beginning of the end 
of the war but if they fail, would 
the United States and Turkey 
intervening militarily bring an end 
to the conflict?

That is unlikely to happen. 
There are serious doubts the peace 
talks will go anywhere given the 
disparity among the opposition 
forces. And, despite the United 
States maintaining that any forces 
committed to the Syrian theatre 
of operations are there to fight 
ISIS, there is no telling once on the 
ground how things will turn out.

Turkey has also stated that it 
would be sending troops to fight 
ISIS, which Ankara supported not 
too long ago. But Turkey has its 
own agenda and it keeping tabs on 
the Kurds.

Truth be told, chances of 

a diplomatic solution to the 
conundrum in Syria are few and 
far between as the numerous 
opposition parties spend as much 
time fighting each other as they 
are fighting their common enemy, 
the current regime in Damascus.

Nobody in this conflict seems 
to be playing straight. Just as the 
Syrian factions supported by the 
United States would not hesitate to 
turn their backs on the Americans, 
so, too, would the United States 
drop them like a hot potato should 
a better opportunity knock at the 
door. The trouble, however, is you 
don’t know who is knocking on 
the door until it’s too late.

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

US boots on the ground in Syria?

For Obama, attempts 
at rectifying the 
Middle East conflict 
come too little, too 
late.

US Vice-President Joe Biden (L) with Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu in Istanbul, 
on January 23rd.
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King Salman’s Year One
Riyadh

W 

hen Saudi King Sal-
man bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud assumed 
the throne in Janu-
ary 2015, Saudis 

knew he was a tough taskmaster 
who would strengthen Saudi Ara-
bia’s leadership position in the re-
gion.

Salman had a reputation for 
toughness and the wisdom to bal-
ance his aggressive approach to 
problem solving. After a year with 
King Salman as the kingdom’s 
leader, a new face of Saudi Arabia 
has emerged. A disproportionate 
amount of attention has been paid 
to his foreign policies but his do-
mestic policies, particularly con-
cerning the country’s economic 
future, have been far more aggres-
sive.

We have seen Salman exhibit lit-
tle patience with corruption and 
inequality in the Saudi judicial sys-
tem. The wealthy, who in the past 
seemed to live by their own set of 
rules, appear to be on equal foot-
ing with the middle class and the 
poor when it comes to dispensing 
justice.

For example, when a rich Jed-
dawi closed a service road in front 
of his home so motorists would not 
pass by his villa, causing massive 
traffic problems at the same time, 
he was ordered to reopen the road 
and pay huge fines. The govern-
ment intervention sent a message 
that two levels of Saudi justice 
were a thing of the past.

Salman is not reluctant to fire 
ministers who offend the public 
and he is attuned to the demands 

of social media. This is a king with 
4.4 million followers on Twitter.

Conventional wisdom in ear-
ly 2015 had Salman rolling back 
King Abdullah’s progressive pro-
grammes. However, not only has 
he kept those policies in place, he 
refined them to better serve the 
country. The King Abdullah Schol-
arship Programme, for example, 
has been fine-tuned by setting the 
academic bar higher when provid-
ing scholarships to university stu-
dents to study abroad and focusing 
more on specialties such as tech-
nology and medicine that will help 
the country develop better scien-
tists.

Improvements have been made 
in Saudi domestic law courts, 
started under Abdullah, that allow 
Saudi women a measure of equality 
in divorce and child-custody cases.

A weakness, however, is that 
non-Saudi children of Saudi moth-
ers are denied Saudi citizenship 
and do not benefit from inherit-
ance laws and the rights to their 
mother’s government pensions. 
Further, Saudi women, while per-
sonal empowerment has improved, 
need laws enacted that provide 
them protection from male fam-
ily members who prey on them for 
their salaries or who sexually or 
physical assault them.

The king has vowed to wean the 
country from dependence on oil 
revenues, implement taxation, 
privatise some services, including 
health care and raise the price of 
petrol, electricity and water. Enti-
tlements will come to an end, push-
ing Saudi citizens to become more 
self-sufficient. Harsh, yes, but en-
tirely necessary if Saudi Arabia is to 
remain economically viable.

Yet it is Salman’s equal measure 
of experience, foresight and tough-
ness that will serve Saudi Arabia 
well as the region’s spiritual and 
foreign policy leader.

Russia has led an incursion into 
the Ukraine, annexed Crimea and 

is meddling in Syria. The Islamic 
State (ISIS) has shed its reputation 
as a band of gangsters to become 
a well-armed, well-funded army 
of occupation in Syria and parts of 
Iraq. The Iranian-funded Houthi 
rebels continue their adventures in 
Yemen.

With the region plunging further 
into chaos, Salman has shown a 
side of Saudi Arabia that few of its 
neighbours, and certainly Western 
nations, have witnessed.

These developments, borne from 
the 2003 US-led invasion of Iraq 
and the “Arab spring”, have given 
urgency to Saudi Arabia’s internal 
security.

Little is known of Russia’s true 
intentions or Iran’s endgame, other 
than the latter wants to create in-
stability in Saudi Arabia or the true 
origins of the sophisticated weap-
onry flowing into ISIS’s hands. The 

picture is not clear but it is at this 
stage of the political events in the 
region that a leader must rule by 
wisdom and power and the need 
to rule with an iron fist to curb ex-
ternal influences in the kingdom is 
evident.

It is for these myriad events that 
the Saudi government’s decision to 
execute Shia cleric Nimr al-Nimr 
on terrorism convictions is widely, 
and deliberately, misinterpreted.

Saudi Arabia’s critics have 
framed the execution as the open-
ing salvo to spark a sectarian war 
and send a message to Iran. 

While the argument can be made 
that the Saudi terrorism laws are 
too vague and overbroad, there is 
little doubt that Nimr urged young 
people to take up arms against se-
curity forces and advocated that 
the Eastern province secede from 
the kingdom.

His conviction on terrorism 
charges followed Saudi Arabia’s 
rule of law, which was applied 
equally to the other 46 Shia and 
Sunni extremists executed on simi-
lar charges the same day. In the 
end it was terrorism, not sectarian 
divide, that sealed the fate of those 
sentenced to death.

Saudi Arabia feels it can no longer 
afford to sit idle and wait for other 
countries to protect the region. The 
decision to protect the country by 
striking at Saudi Arabia’s enemies 
abroad, as in Yemen, is the new 
power of the kingdom. To many 
Saudis, Salman is the face of that 
strength.

Sabria S. Jawhar is a leading Saudi 
columnist and journalist. In 2010, 
she was selected as one of the 
“World’s most influential Arabs” 
by Arabian Business magazine.

Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud (C) at the 136th Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) summit, in 
Riyadh, on December 9, 2015.

Sabria S. Jawhar

Saudi Arabia feels it 
can no longer afford 
to sit idle and wait 
for other countries 
to protect the 
region.

A new face of Saudi 
Arabia has emerged.

Saudi Arabia finds its voice

T
he recent statement 
from the Saudi Arabia 
Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs that confirmed 
Iran’s history of 
aggression over the 

past 35 years also signals the 
emergence of a new foreign policy 
in a new Saudi Arabia.

For the first time, Saudi Arabia 
has presented an accurate 
summation, backed by facts and 
figures, of Iran’s terrorist activities 
since the establishment of the 
Islamic State in 1979.

The statement listed Iran-
backed terror attacks against 
Saudi Arabia and other countries 
while confirming Riyadh’s “self-
restraint” in response to Tehran’s 
history of provocation. The Saudi 
Foreign Ministry issued a “fact 
sheet” detailing Iran’s history of 
supporting terrorism.

The statement stressed that 
Riyadh does not object to any 
peaceful nuclear programme or 
the Iran nuclear deal so long as this 
prevents Tehran from acquiring 
nuclear weapons and contains 
a strict mechanism to monitor 
implementation and reimpose 
sanctions if the agreement is 
violated.

Ultimately, it was completely 
logical for Saudi Arabia to ask 
the simple question: Is Iran an 
ordinary country that wants to live 
in peace with its neighbours or will 
it continue to fulfil its expansionist 
ambitions?

The Foreign Ministry statement 
seemed to answer the question, 
namely that Iran must put away 
its revolutionary ambitions and 
stop sowing chaos and flouting 
international law and instead 
respect international treaties and 
agreements and the principles of 
good neighbourliness.

The fact sheet also reminded 
the Obama administration of the 
terrorist attacks that targeted its 
citizens and military personnel. 
Washington should ask: Has 
anything changed after the nuclear 
agreement?

It is clear that the Obama 
administration is living in its 
own world. That is why it was so 

important to remind it of the 1983 
US embassy bombing in Beirut, 
in which many Americans died 
and that Iran reportedly was 
responsible for.

So, in light of Saudi Arabia’s new 
foreign policy, there is no longer 
any space to cover up the facts, 
including Iran being implicated 
in the 1996 Khobar bombings, not 
to mention how it has harboured 
many senior al-Qaeda members 
over the years.

There is no longer room for half-
truths and prevarications at a time 
when Saudi Arabia is facing attacks 
from numerous sides.

Saudi Arabia is now following a 
new kind of foreign policy, which 
began with its intervention in 
Bahrain, to safeguard its neighbour 
against Iran’s ambitions. This 
policy took on new dimensions 
when the kingdom stood by the 
revolution that removed the 
Muslim Brotherhood from power in 

Egypt in 2013. Riyadh had no other 
choice, especially after the Islamic 
Republic began to cast its eye on 
the Islamist-led Egypt.

But the real point of no return 
came in late March 2015, when 
King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al 
Saud and Deputy Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz decided to intervene 
in Yemen to put an end to Iran’s 
expansionist ambitions in the 
Saudis’ southern neighbour. What 
we are witnessing today is just a 
continuation of this decisive storm 
of a decision.

To put it plainly, Saudi Arabia 
and the Gulf states cannot accept a 
Yemen under Iranian tutelage.

The Saudi Foreign Ministry 
statement points to a new stage 
in Saudi foreign policy, a stage in 
which Riyadh is firm and decisive 
in its decision-making. The new 
phase is characterised by clarity, 
courage and boldness.

This goes beyond calling a spade 
a spade — or a terrorist a terrorist — 
but includes new economic policy 
and forms that will ensure Saudi 
Arabia will be able to continue its 
war on terrorism — in all its forms — 
for as long as necessary.

We are facing a new Middle East 
but also a new Saudi Arabia. What 
is clear is that the Saudi Foreign 
Ministry statement will not be the 
last of its kind; Saudi Arabia has 
found its voice.

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.

Khairallah 
Khairallah

View point
Saudi Arabia 
is now 
following 
a new kind 
of foreign 
policy to 
safeguard its 
neighbour 
against 
Iran’s 
ambitions.

In light of Saudi Arabia’s 
new foreign policy, there 
is no longer any space to 
cover up the facts.

Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir speaks during a news 
conference in Riyadh, on January 9th.
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S 

audi-Iranian relations have 
always been complicated, 
considering the countries’ 
contending world views 
and regional interests, but 

peaceful co-existence seems more 
difficult than ever.

Iran boasts more regional impor-
tance than it has ever had and is po-
sitioned to increase that influence 
further with a nuclear accord that 
removes crippling economic sanc-
tions that will free as much as $150 
billion in frozen assets and reopen 
Iranian markets to the global econ-
omy.

Alternatively, Saudi Arabia has 
found it difficult to reverse growing 
Iranian influence (especially in Leb-
anon and Iraq) and is now engaged 
in what many see as testing proxy 
war with Iran in Yemen.

On top of this, Saudi Arabia is 
bearing the consequences of the 
prolonged Syrian civil war where 
the Iran-allied Assad regime is being 
resurrected by Russian hard power 
as the Islamic State (ISIS) comes to 
the fore as a new strategic threat.

More broadly, Iran has become 
patron-in-chief of political Shia Is-

lam — charged by Arab Gulf states 
of meddling in the internal affairs 
of Bahrain, Yemen and even Saudi 
Arabia itself, where it is seen to be 
constructing a fifth column. Iran 
spearheads a regional alliance with 
Syria, Iraq and a host of non-state 
actors across the region — notably 
in Lebanon with Hezbollah, in the 
Palestinian territories with Hamas 
and in Yemen with the Houthis — 
that continues to grow in strength, 
numbers and reach.

To buttress its deepening political 
influence, Iran has developed a ro-
bust missile programme as the cen-
trepiece of its asymmetric warfare 
strategy and is able to attack civil-
ian and critical infrastructure tar-
gets deep into the Arab Gulf with-
out warning and within minutes. 
Iran can potentially blockade the 
Strait of Hormuz and its status as 
a threshold nuclear weapons state 
adds to the security conundrum for 
the Gulf.

Despite these dynamics, the Unit-
ed States has failed under President 
Barack Obama’s administration to 
address Gulf Arab concerns about 
Iran. Rather than developing an ef-
fective push-back to Iranian ad-
vances, the United States discount-
ed Gulf Arab threat perceptions 
and effectively recognised Iranian 
regional gains over the last decade 
as legitimate.

As such, while perceptions of US 
disengagement from the Arab Gulf 
may be exaggerated, the White 

House has failed to show the leader-
ship its regional allies expect from a 
security guarantor.

Iranian gains around the region 
almost always represent losses for 
Saudi Arabia in what is, like it or 
not, a zero-sum game between two 
regional rivals.

The Saudis have decided they are 
having no more. Saudi-Iranian ten-
sions draw international attention, 
which is useful to Saudi strategy — 
it helps Riyadh, which worries that 
Iran will become more adventur-
ous in generating instability in and 
around the kingdom, to, at least 
in part, gain leverage. This is a dy-
namic that any mediation efforts to 
de-escalate Saudi-Iranian tensions, 
including those by Pakistan and 
China, will need to acknowledge.

Saudi leaders may well be more 
open to co-existence with Iran than 
the Iranians are to Saudi Arabia — 

even as Iran becomes more open 
to co-existence with the Ameri-
cans. However, an unchecked Iran 
means an insecure Gulf and what 
the Saudis are on the lookout for are 
international partnerships that can 
reinforce regional security because, 
while the current US administra-
tion may be listening, it is not act-
ing. Separately, the wait in Riyadh 
for a US president more hawkish 
on Iran has begun. While Pakistan, 
whose prime minister and, more 
importantly, army chief followed 
up visits from the Saudi foreign and 
defence minister with visits to Ri-
yadh and then Tehran, and China, 
whose president recently travelled 
to Riyadh, Cairo and Tehran, will 
apply their strong influence with 
the Saudi and Iranian leaderships 
to moderate regional tensions, both 
are unlikely to achieve major break-
throughs.

Saudi-Iranian tensions may not 
have a solution soon but the flow 
of oxygen feeding them can be re-
duced. If Islamabad and Beijing 
seriously want to support media-
tion efforts then it is Moscow and 
Muscat they need to connect with, 
whose roles in ending the Syrian 
and Yemeni civil wars, respectively, 
are decisive. Establishing peace pro-
cesses in Syria and Yemen, however 
fragile, that deliver an acceptable 
endgame for the Arab Gulf is crucial 
for containing a Saudi-Iranian cold 
war where the stakes have been 
raised dangerously high.

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.

Saudi-Iranian 
tensions and the 
prospects for 
mediation
Sabahat Khan

After visting Saudi Arabia, Pakistan’s Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif (C) meets in Tehran, on January 
19th, with Iranian President Hassan Rohani.

The United States 
has failed under 
President Barack 
Obama’s 
administration to 
address Gulf Arab 
concerns about Iran.

The wait in Riyadh 
for a US president 
more hawkish on 
Iran has begun.

The US, Iran and Saudi Arabia: A complicated triangle

Washington

W
ashington’s 
lifting of 
economic 
sanctions on 
Iran is a 
boon to 
bilateral 

relations but there are still major 
obstacles to a full detente, a 
former senior US diplomat said.

“Both sides have emphatically 
repeated that the (nuclear) deal 
is a transactional agreement 
and each side is dealing with 
their fringe with whom a 
transformational agreement 
would be anathema,” ambassador 
Barbara Bodine told The 
Arab Weekly in her office at 
Georgetown University, where she 
is director of the Institute for the 
Study of Diplomacy.

“But it’s still a historic 
agreement.”

Bodine, who was US 
ambassador to Yemen from 1997-
2001 and also served in Kuwait 
and Iraq, said US-Iranian bilateral 
relations have seen significant 
improvement, as witnessed by the 
January 12th incident in which a 
two small US Navy boats veered 
into Iranian waters. Iranian 
authorities arrested and detained 
ten American sailors but released 
them about 16 hours later with 
little or no fanfare.

“It’s a fairly remarkable step 
itself that our secretary of state 

could pick up the phone and 
call the Iranian foreign minister 
and that the foreign minister 
took his call. That wouldn’t have 
happened 18 months ago,” said 
Bodine.

But this does not mean that 
Washington will soon open an 
embassy in Tehran, she warns. 
Perhaps the United States will 
open an interest section there 
but even this is unlikely before 
the end of US President Barack 
Obama’s term, according to 
Bodine.

Indeed, there is little indication 
that either side trusts the other. 
On January 17th, the Obama 
administration imposed new 
sanctions on Iran for two recent 
ballistic missile tests that violated 
UN resolutions. Two days later, 
Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei warned Iranian 
President Hassan Rohani and 
his government to guard against 
American “deceptions”.

“It’s a given that the Iranians 
think the Americans are not 
trustworthy and duplicitous, 
neither side trusts the other 
one,” said Bodine. “After 
all, most Americans don’t 
know who the shah was, 
while Iranians do, and most 
Iranians don’t remember 
our embassy (hostage 
situation) but every 
American does.”

Asked how this new 
relationship might 
affect geopolitical 
dynamics in the 
region, Bodine said 

that Israel, as well as Saudi Arabia 
and its Sunni Arab allies, might 
pose a challenge in what she 
called a worst-case scenario, even 
if highly unlikely.

The scenario involves Israel 
taking unilateral military action 
against Iran by flying over Sunni 
Arab air space to reach the Islamic 
Republic. An Israeli fighter jet 
could fly along the northern 
Saudi border to reach Iran and 
the Saudis would turn a blind 
eye until after the fact, Bodine 
explained.

Israel has been vehemently 
against the Iran nuclear 
agreement and Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu 
embarrassed many US allies by 
staging a diplomatic faux pas 
last March when he publicly 
lobbied members of Congress 
to support him against the deal 
while the White House was 
engaged in sensitive negotiations 
with Tehran. Washington 
insiders say that the relationship 
between Netanyahu and Obama 
subsequently plummeted to all-
time lows.

Saudi Arabia has also been 
opposed to the Iran agreement, 
though the kingdom did not 

state so publicly. What 
worries the Saudis most 

is that Iran will use the 
tens of billions of dollars 

expected to be released 
after sanctions are lifted 
to expand its influence in 

the region, especially in 
Syria, Iraq, Lebanon 

and Yemen. On 

January 19th, Saudi Foreign 
Minister Adel al-Jubeir warned 
that if the funds “support the 
nefarious activities of the Iranian 
regime, this will be a negative and 
it will generate a pushback”.

Adding to the Saudis’ woes is 
that it has historically viewed 
its value to the West as a major 
oil exporter and an alternative 
to Iran, Bodine said. With oil 
revenue on the decline, the 
Iran agreement may appear 
particularly threatening to the 
kingdom.

“Saudi’s greatest fear is to be 
irrelevant or abandoned… and 
now, Saudi Arabia is looking 
around and wondering: What’s 
our value to the US?” Bodine said.

This question might be of 
particular relevance as the 
international community tries 
to find a resolution to the crisis 
in Syria. Diplomatic efforts have 
involved Saudi Arabia, Iran, 
Russia and the United States but 
with relations between Riyadh 
and Tehran sour, talks might stall 
indefinitely.

The two regional powers cut 
diplomatic relations after Saudi 
Arabia executed Nimr al-Nimr, a 
Saudi Shia cleric, which triggered 
mob attacks on the kingdom’s 
embassy in Tehran. In a show of 
solidarity with their Sunni Arab 
ally, Bahrain, Kuwait, Sudan, 
Djibouti and Qatar pulled their 
ambassadors from Tehran.

Rasha Elass is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

I n t e r v i e w

Rasha Elass
“It’s a given that 
the Iranians 
think the 
Americans are 
not trustworthy 
and duplicitous.”

News & Analysis Gulf
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I 

raqi security forces have been 
cautious not to announce a 
date for a long-awaited offen-
sive to recapture Mosul, Iraq’s 
second largest city, which fell 

to Islamic State (ISIS) militants 
in June 2014 in a brisk takeover 
blamed on the rapid capitulation by 
Iraq’s army.

Seizing Mosul requires arduous 
vetting and special training of the 
Iraqi ground forces who will fight 
ISIS. Observers insist the force must 
include Sunni Muslims to avoid fur-
ther sectarian tensions that have 
shattered Iraq in the wake of the 
US-led invasion that toppled Iraqi 
dictator Saddam Hussein in 2003.

Before ISIS seized it, Mosul’s 
population consisted of majority 
Sunnis living in peace and coex-
istence with Shias, Christians and 
other religious and ethnic groups, 
despite the sectarian wave that bat-
tered Iraq. When ISIS took over, 
most of the minorities fled. Those 
who remained were killed or forced 
to convert.

With local reports suggesting that 
the battle over Mosul was dawning, 
security officials said Iraqi intelli-
gence data showed that some top 
ISIS leaders, especially non-Arab 
foreigners, have been gradually 
and quietly slipping into Libya from 
Iraq and Syria.

“They’re apparently shifting bas-
es, in case they were forced to flee 
Iraq and Syria,” a security official 
said, insisting on anonymity.

The official scenario on the com-
position of Iraqi Army units to at-
tack Mosul is similar to what it was 
in Ramadi, provincial capital of the 
Western Anbar province, where the 
city centre was recaptured by main-

ly Sunni Iraqi forces and excluded 
militias affiliated with Iraq’s rival 
Shia sect and others directly linked 
to Iran.

In Mosul, hundreds of loyalists to 
the disbanded Arab Ba’ath Socialist 
Party under Saddam, who were de-
prived of their ranks and ostracised 
by successive Shia-led cabinets, 
have sided with ISIS if only to seek 
revenge from the government.

Clearly, the Shia-dominated Iraqi 
Army, which sustained a humiliat-
ing defeat when its well-equipped 
and US-trained soldiers abandoned 
their positions on news that ISIS 
was moving in, will not be able to 
retrieve Mosul without US backup, 
said Iraqi political analyst Thabet 
al-Horan.

“Mosul is not Ramadi,” he said. 
“There must be a lot of preparations 
ahead of any calculated action. Be-
sides decisive military plans, the 
Iraqi force must be mainly Sunni, 
like in Ramadi. It must be trained 
and armed. Strategies must also 
be devised by the Americans, who 
should plan the offensive and also 
give aerial backup to Iraqi ground 
forces.

“It is complicated.”
In the early days of its reign in 

Mosul, ISIS sought to lure residents 
by providing them with services 
unavailable even in Baghdad. That 
included 24 hour-a-day electricity, 
as opposed to eight hours on aver-
age in Baghdad; paving roads; col-
lecting street and household rub-
bish according to a fixed schedule; 
and even washing public buildings 
and streets and sweeping public 
squares.

As days passed, ISIS sought to 
consolidate its rule over the city. 
The group’s jihadist leaders roamed 
the streets, distributing leaflets 
warning residents to quit smok-
ing and drinking alcohol. Violators 
were threatened with death under 
strict Islamic laws. Millions of car-
tons of tobacco were burned and 
smugglers were tortured and killed.

Women were forced to quit their 
posts in public offices and remain 
at home. They were instructed to 
leave only in emergency cases with 
a male escort and a new dress code: 
their faces, hands and feet com-

pletely covered, adding to their 
head-to-toe black Arabic robes.

Jeans, tight shirts and other fash-
ionable male clothing and haircuts 
have been banned. Violators re-
ceived 20 whip lashes, were jailed 
for a week and had their heads 
shaved and clothes confiscated. 
Men who were suspected of homo-
sexual activities were pushed off 
rooftops or cliffs.

Men and women alike were 
banned from leaving the city, which 
turns into a ghost town after 10pm. 
“A house with a dim light inside 
will be warned. After the second 
warning, all males would be penal-
ised with 20 whip lashes in a public 
square,” according to Mohammed 
Qassem, 37, a jobless Mosul land 
surveyor.

Landlines were cut, so were mo-
bile phone services and the inter-
net. Social media websites were 
blocked and TV satellite stations 

jammed. Services were gradually 
restored but residents may sud-
denly be asked to hand over their 
phones to ISIS security, who search 
for traces of possible contacts with 
the central government in Bagh-
dad.

“Most often people are found 
guilty of being spies to the gov-
ernment and they are executed 
instantly,” said Qassem’s cousin, 
Khaled, 42.

“People are so fed up of ISIS 
that, even Sunni tribesmen who 
sided with them initially can’t wait 

 to see them go.”
Political analyst Hadi Jalo, who 

closely monitors ISIS’s activities, 
told The Arab Weekly that, with the 
United States and Russia agreeing 
to rid Iraq and Syria of the militant 
group, its jihadists were looking for 
alternatives, possibly refuge with 
Arab or Muslim tribes in North Af-
rica or Afghanistan.

“ISIS will move towards Libya, 
Egypt’s Sinai and also to eastern 
Afghanistan,” Jalo said. He said 
the move into the latter area would 
“scare Russia”.

“ISIS will also try to move to Sau-
di Arabia and Gulf Arab countries,” 
he said.

Saad Abdul Wahab, based in 
Baghdad, is an Arab Weekly 
contributor who has covered 
Iraqi affairs to Western media 
organisations for more than two 
decades.

Battle over Mosul delayed, but clock ticking
Saad Abdul Wahab

A 2014 propaganda picture shows members of ISIS (L), distributing niqabs to Iraqi women in Mosul, 
northern Iraq.

Jeans, tight shirts 
and other 
fashionable male 
clothing and 
haircuts have been 
banned.

After Ramadi, obstacles remain in war against ISIS

W 

estern defence 
ministers met 
in Paris in 
January to 
coordinate 
plans to 

“accelerate and intensify” the 
military campaign against the 
Islamic State (ISIS) on both sides 
of the Syria-Iraq border.

It was the latest signal of an 
emerging strategy, spearheaded 
by the United States and its clos-
est allies, to wage a conventional 
territorial war against the jihadist 
movement with the ultimate aim 
of ousting it from its Iraqi and Syr-
ian “capitals” of Mosul and Raqqa.

As with all such strategic plans, 
it might turn out to look better on 
paper than it does on the ground. 
It envisages relying on large 
numbers of local ground forces, 
backed by coalition air strikes, to 
split up ISIS territory by disrupt-
ing supply lines and degrading its 
resources before ultimately going 
in for the kill.

The plan’s acknowledged 
weakness is that it relies on local 
allies with a range of conflicting 

agendas that do not fit neatly into 
a strategy dictated by the West. 
In addition, Iran and Russia, both 
heavily committed in the region, 
are capable of acting as spoilers 
rather than partners in the enter-
prise.

In Iraq, the plan would involve 
hundreds of additional US and 
allied military trainers prepar-
ing thousands more Iraqi troops 
to eventually undertake the 
conquest of Mosul. However, an 
offensive to retake the city could 
be more than a year away despite 
headway made by anti-ISIS forces 
elsewhere in Iraq in 2015.

Even after Ramadi was retaken 
in December 2015, after a six-
month ISIS occupation, mopping-
up operations in and around the 
town continue. “It’s slow and it’s 
painstaking,” US Army Colonel 
Steve Warren, spokesman for the 
US-led coalition, said on January 
20th in Baghdad.

He gave no timetable for ad-
vancing beyond Ramadi. “It will 
take as long as it takes,” he said.

At Ramadi, Iraqi forces had 
been slowed by thousands of 
booby traps, improvised explosive 
devices, buried explosives and 
houses rigged to explode.

Since Ramadi, Iraqi forces, 
supported by coalition air strikes 
and Sunni tribal fighters, repelled 
an ISIS assault further north at 
Barwana. It was the kind of local-
ised engagement, involving a core 
of local elite forces with coalition 
support, that the Americans say 
will gradually wear ISIS down.

The current focus is on Fal-
luja, a traditional hard-line Sunni 
stronghold between Ramadi and 
Baghdad. Iraqi security forces 
clashed with ISIS near Falluja in 
mid-January but, by the end of the 
month, there was no sign that an 
assault to retake the city would 
come soon.

Even if Falluja is retaken, the 
Pentagon estimates the Iraqi 
government will need many more 
trained troops before it can press 
on to Mosul. Warren estimated 
that eight brigades — around 
25,000 soldiers — would be need-
ed to take the ISIS stronghold.

The Americans want two Kurd-
ish brigades brought together for 
further training to participate in 
an eventual operation in Mosul. At 
the moment, the government only 
has three trained brigades; some 
10,000 men were involved in the 
Ramadi operation.

In deference to Iraqi sensibili-
ties, Warren conceded that there 
was no final plan for the recapture 
of Mosul, Iraq’s second largest 
city and ISIS’s most important 
conquest in Iraq. “This is going to 
be an Iraqi plan,” he said. “Obvi-
ously, we’ll advise them on that 
plan, but it’s going to be their 
plan. They’re going to fight it in 
the Iraqi way.”

It was an indication that the 
challenges to the United States’ 
preferred strategy for pushing 
on towards Mosul were as much 
political as military. The White 
House and the Pentagon are 
prepared to authorise additional 

American trainers to join the 
almost 4,000 US personnel in Iraq 
and are encouraging their coali-
tion allies to make similar commit-
ments.

In Baghdad, however, Iranian-
aligned militia groups within 
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi’s 
Shia-dominated government are 
expected to resist an expansion of 
Western involvement in the anti-
ISIS campaign.

The government has requested 
coalition air strikes, which have 
been essential to the anti-ISIS 
fightback.

 Abadi has said he has no need 
of foreign “boots on the ground” 
in the war and, in the final weeks 
of the Ramadi campaign, he failed 
to take up an offer of US Apache 
helicopter gunships to support the 
operation.

As US Army Lieutenant-General 
Sean MacFarland, commander of 
coalition forces in Iraq, ruefully 
remarked: “It’s kind of hard to 
inflict support on somebody, you 
know?”

In a briefing to journalists in 
Baghdad in mid-December, he 
added: “We’re looking at the 
things that Iraqis need to succeed. 
And this has to be an Iraqi vic-
tory at the end of the day but they 
need a little bit of help.”

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.

Harvey 
Morris

View point
The 
Pentagon 
estimates 
the Iraqi 
government 
will need 
many more 
trained 
troops 
before it can 
press on to 
Mosul.

Iran and Russia, both 
heavily committed in the 
region, are capable of acting 
as spoilers.

Seizing Mosul 
requires arduous 
vetting and special 
training of the Iraqi 
ground forces who 
will fight ISIS.
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How Washington ignored abuses by Iraqi militias

Erbil

I 

t was one of the most shock-
ing events in one of the most 
brutal periods in Iraq’s his-
tory. In late 2005, two years 
after the US-led invasion top-

pled Saddam Hussein, US soldiers 
raided a police building in Baghdad 
and found 168 prisoners in horrific 
conditions.

Many were malnourished. Some 
had been beaten.

The discovery of the secret pris-
on exposed a world of kidnappings 
and assassinations. Behind these 
operations was an unofficial Interi-
or Ministry organisation called the 
Special Investigations Directorate, 
according to US and Iraqi security 
officials.

The body was run by militia 
commanders from the Badr Or-
ganisation, a pro-Iran, Shia political 
movement that today plays a major 
role in Baghdad’s war against the 
Islamic State (ISIS).

Washington pressured the Iraqi 
government to investigate the pris-
on but the findings of Baghdad’s 
investigation — a probe derided by 
some of its own committee mem-
bers as a whitewash — were never 
released.

The US military conducted its 
own investigation but rather than 
publish its findings, it chose to lob-
by Iraqi officials in quiet for fear of 
damaging Baghdad’s fragile politi-
cal set-up, according to several cur-
rent and former US military officials 
and diplomats.

Both reports remain unpub-
lished. Reuters has reviewed them, 
as well as other related US docu-
ments from the past decade. They 
show how Washington, seeking to 
defeat Sunni jihadists and stabilise 
Iraq, consistently overlooked ex-
cesses by Shia militias sponsored 
by the Iraqi government.

The administrations of George W. 
Bush and Barack Obama have both 
worked with Badr and its powerful 
leader, Hadi al-Amiri, whom many 
Sunnis accuse of human rights 
abuses.

Washington’s policy of expedien-
cy has achieved some of its short-
term aims but in allowing the Shia 
militias to run amok against their 
Sunni foes, the United States has 
fuelled the Shia-Sunni sectarian di-

vide that is tearing Iraq apart.
The decade-old US investigation 

of the secret prison implicates offi-
cials and political groups in a wave 
of sectarian killings that helped ig-
nite a civil war. It also draws wor-
rying parallels to the US govern-
ment’s muted response to alleged 
abuses committed in the name of 
fighting ISIS.

Those accused of running the se-
cret prison or of helping cover up 
its existence include the current 
head of the Iraqi judiciary, Medhat 
Mahmoud, Transport Minister Bay-
an Jabr, and a long-revered Badr 
commander popularly referred to 
as Engineer Ahmed.

“Special Investigations Directo-
rate personnel illegally detained, 
tortured and murdered Iraqi citi-
zens,” the US report states. “Iraqi 
government officials failed to take 
action to stop the crimes.”

Mahmoud declined to comment 
for this story. A former colleague 
close to him said Mahmoud knew 
about the secret prison’s exist-
ence but did not know what went 
on there. Jabr did not respond to 
Reuters’ queries but has previously 
stated publicly that no wrongdoing 
occurred at the prison.

US officials acknowledge the con-
structive role that Shia militias such 
as Badr play in fighting ISIS but for-
mer and current US officials say 
Washington needs to stop down-
playing abuses by the Shia militias.

Robert Ford, a former US diplo-
mat who served as the US embassy’s 
political officer from 2004-06, said 
the US government’s decision not 
to punish those behind the secret 
prison sets a damaging precedent. 
“A few people were transferred 
elsewhere,” he said. “That’s not a 
punishment. You are supposed to 
scare them into not doing it.”

The Badr group spent years in ex-
ile in Iran. Its parent organisation, 
the Supreme Council for the Islam-
ic Revolution in Iraq (ISCI), was the 
most powerful Shia political force 
in Iraq.

After Saddam’s fall, Washington 
hoped ISCI and Badr would be reli-
able partners for the security forc-
es, which Badr members joined in 
large numbers but despite claims 
that they had demobilised after 
their return to Iraq, Badr’s fight-
ers did not disarm, US Army intel-
ligence officers say. Instead, they 
began to assassinate former Iraqi 
officers, influential Ba’ath Party 
members and civil servants.

Colonel Derek Harvey, a retired 

intelligence officer, said the US 
military detained Badr assassina-
tion teams possessing target lists 
of Sunni officers and pilots in 2003 
and 2004 but did not hold them. 
Harvey said his superiors told him 
that “this stuff had to play itself 
out” — implying that revenge at-
tacks by returning Shia groups were 
to be expected. He also said Badr 
and ISCI offered intelligence and 
advice to US officials on how to 
navigate Iraqi politics.

After Shia religious parties swept 
to victory in elections in 2005, Badr 
and ISCI were given control of the 
Interior Ministry. The US embassy 
publicly backed the move.

But James Jeffrey, the top US dip-
lomat at the time and later ambas-
sador to Iraq, was alarmed when 
Bayan Jabr, a Badr ally, became 
minister. “Bayan Jabr was the big-
gest mistake I made,” Jeffrey said. 
“His file was terrible.”

Jabr appointed Badr members to 
senior Interior Ministry posts. They 
created the covert Special Intel-
ligence Directorate, which current 
and former US officials say coordi-
nated the killing of former Saddam-
era officials. Within months, 
Sunni politicians reported a sharp 
increase in the abduction of Sunni 
men. Some Sunnis blamed men in 
police uniforms. Corpses began to 
turn up around Baghdad.

One US diplomat said senior staff 
from the Iraqi security forces train-
ing command — then run by Gen-
eral David Petraeus — refused a US 
embassy request for information 
on Iraqi troop movements in areas 
where Sunnis had been kidnapped. 
The diplomat said a senior staffer 
from the command told him pri-
vately: “At least they (the Iraqi se-
curity services) are getting the right 
guys.”

Petraeus told Reuters he had 
been concerned about the abuses 
and raised the issue with the Iraqi 
government and General George 
Casey, then head of the US military 
in Iraq.

Petraeus said that, at the time, 
the “responses were inadequate, 
in my assessment”. Casey said the 
US military set up a unit to monitor 
sectarian violence the month Pe-
traeus left. “We leaned hard on our 
advisers… to provide actionable 
evidence,” Casey said.

He said his officers did their best 
“to prevent, stop and report any il-
legal or immoral acts by Iraqi forc-
es”.

Tensions exploded into the open 
in November 2005 when US Gen-
eral Karl Horst, operations officer in 
Baghdad, received a tip that a miss-
ing Sunni teenager was being held 
in a secret Interior Ministry prison.

Horst raided the police building, 
in the Baghdad neighbourhood of 
Jadriya. The troops did not find the 
teenager but discovered the 168 de-
tainees.

Washington faced a problem. 
The US military in Iraq was battling 
Sunni radicals and the Shia Mahdi 
Army movement.

Badr was one of the few Iraqi 
forces not actively opposed to the 
Americans but, with what had be-
come known as the Jadriya bunker, 
the militia had been directly linked 
to the bloodshed tearing Iraq apart.

US officials pushed the Iraqis to 
investigate and submitted evidence 
directly to Ibrahim al-Jaafari, the 
prime minister. “He said there was 
nothing he could do,” Ford said.

Pressed by the Americans, Jaafari 
created an investigative committee. 
Its findings were never released. 
Jaafari, now Iraq’s foreign minis-
ter, did not respond to requests for 
comment.

The committee’s report, re-
viewed by Reuters, absolves the 
country’s security services and all 
government officials. Instead the 
Iraqi investigative committee said 
“Ba’athist” police had treated the 
prisoners badly.

Disappointed, Casey launched 
his own probe. The US report im-
plicates Jabr and the Iraqi chief Jus-
tice, Mahmoud. It also blames two 
men who ran the prison: Badr’s in-
telligence chief at the time, Bashar 
Wandi, who went by the name of 
Engineer Ahmed; and a second 
Badr official, Brigadier- General Ali 
Sadiq.

Despite calls from anti-corrup-
tion protesters in Baghdad for 
Mahmoud to be fired, the judge 
remains in post. In 2010, his office 
assigned investigative judges to 
interrogate detainees in another 
secret Baghdad prison. This second 
prison was run by the office of Nuri 
al-Maliki when he was prime min-
ister and held more than 400 Sunni 
men from the city of Mosul. Some 
judges were implicated in torturing 
the detainees.

The US report said Engineer 
Ahmed “had knowledge” of “illegal 
detentions, abuse and torture and 
concealed them from others”.

Ahmed retained his position in 
the Interior Ministry for 18 months 
after the prison episode. The Badr 
Organisation says he retired five 
years ago. But a US military official 
and a former Iraqi security official 
say he continues to be in charge of 
Badr’s intelligence operations.

In February 2006, days after Ca-
sey received the US military’s in-
vestigation of the first prison, Sun-
ni militants blew up a Shia shrine 
in Samarra. The attack triggered a 
full-scale civil war.

“Theoretically we could have 
punished someone, but the judg-
ment was, ‘Let’s push the (Iraqi) 
government to do it,’” said Zalmay 
Khalilzad, US ambassador at the 
time. “When the government failed 
to, we pushed for a change in the 
leadership.” When Iraq’s new gov-
ernment was formed in May 2006, 
Jaafari was removed as prime min-
ister and Jabr became finance min-
ister.

Khalilzad said the changes halted 
the growth of the Shia militias’ in-
fluence inside the police, and the 
US military started taking the worst 
national police units off the streets 
for retraining. 

But other diplomats, Iraqi offi-
cials and US military officers say the 
militias were so deeply embedded 
in the police and army that extra-
judicial killings carried on until late 
2007 and only faded out following 
an intensive US troop build-up led 
by Petraeus, who had returned to 
Iraq earlier that year as the US com-
mander.

The people who paid the ultimate 
price were the secret prison’s de-
tainees. A former Iraqi official told 
Reuters that at least ten prisoners 
were killed following their release. 
One bunker survivor still fears for 
his security. He does not believe 
any lessons were learned from the 
episode. “The militias play free,” he 
told Reuters.

As the militias have played a 
growing role defending Iraq against 
ISIS, their popularity has surged 
among the country’s Shia popula-
tion.

Americans have also applauded 
the Shia paramilitaries’ victories. 
Jeffrey, the former ambassador 
who has retired, said he did not 
worry last year when ISIS swept 
across Sunni areas because he was 
confident that the Kurds and Amiri, 
the Badr boss, would join the bat-
tle. “(Amiri) is a radical revolution-
ary bloodthirsty killer,” Jeffrey said. 
“I like people who fight.”

In private, though, some senior 
US military officers raise concerns. 
One said he worries that the mili-
tias now control entire provinces. 
“Without real reconciliation, the 
Sunnis will stay angry and Islamic 
State will continue to gain sup-
port,” he said.
(Reuters)

Head of the Badr Organisation and Shia paramilitary commander Hadi al-Amiri studies military plans 
in al Nibaie, in Anbar province, last May.

“Without real 
reconciliation, the 
Sunnis will stay 
angry and the 
Islamic State will 
continue to gain 
support.”

The people who 
paid the ultimate 
price were the
 secret prison’s 
detainees.

In allowing the Shia 
militias to run amok 
against their Sunni 
foes, the United 
States has fuelled 
the Shia-Sunni 
sectarian divide

Washington, seeking 
to defeat Sunni 
jihadists and 
stabilise Iraq, 
consistently 
overlooked excesses 
by Shia militias.

Iraqi members from the Badr Brigades march during a 
demonstration in Baghdad, last July.
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T 

he worst riots in Tunisia 
in five years, sparked by 
unemployment and un-
fulfilled promises of so-
cial justice and regional 

equality, left one policeman dead 
and dozens more injured in mid-
January and brought back concerns 
about the country’s ability to keep 
its fledgling democracy alive.

If the unrest — sparked by the 
death of a young unemployed man 
in the poor central town of Kasser-
ine — bore similarities to the public 
anger triggered during the Tunisian 
2010-11 uprising by the self-immo-
lation of a street vendor, it is be-
cause most of the socio-economic 
problems that led to the overthrow 
of president Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali 
then remain largely unaddressed.

Riots erupted when Ridha Yahya-
oui, a 28-year-old jobless man, was 
electrocuted after he climbed a util-
ity pole to protest the removal of 
his name from a list of public sector 
recruits.

Residents of central and west-
ern regions of Tunisia have often 
complained of neglect and lack of 
opportunity compared to richer 
coastal towns, including the capital 
Tunis, from where most prominent 
Tunisian leaders hail.

The death of peddler Mohamed 
Bouazizi, 24, in December 2010 
temporarily bridged the regional 
divide, bringing together people in 

the developed coast and the mainly 
farming interior in a pro-democracy 
uprising. That spirit, however, fad-
ed as the attention of the political 
elite shifted away from the socio-
economic roots of discontent.

Tunisian President Beji Caid Es-
sebsi warned in an address on Janu-
ary 22nd that Tunisia’s stability and 
security were being targeted by 
forces bent on derailing democracy. 
He blamed elements affiliated with 
“recognised” and “non-recognised” 
political parties as well as the Islam-
ic State (ISIS) in neighbouring Libya 
for trying to take advantage of the 
tensions.

“We want to tell everyone that 
Tunisia is resilient and strong,” add-
ed Caid Essebsi promising that the 
government will spare no effort to 
provide jobs, within its budget ca-
pabilities.

As Caid Essebsi was speaking, 
demonstrators were clashing with 
security forces in Ettadhamen dis-
trict, a working-class area and a 
radical Islamist stronghold.

Tunisian Prime Minister Habib 
Essid has said the “government has 
no magic wand to end the jobless-
ness crisis overnight” but prom-
ised the creation of thousands of 
jobs and the launch of job-creation 
schemes in the poorest regions. 
“Solutions exist but some patience 
and optimism are needed,” he said.

Tunisia’s joblessness rate soared 
from about 12% in 2010 to 15.7% in 
2015, with rates of more than 20% 
in southern and western parts of 
the country. The rate of unemploy-
ment among university graduates 
topped the 30% mark and is one of 
the highest in the world.

Caid Essebsi sought to ease con-
cerns abroad about the stability of 
the young democracy, saying: “Tu-
nisia is in good shape and is pursu-
ing its democratic course.”

While Tunisia is hailed as a rare 
success of the “Arab spring”, au-
thorities have failed to resolve the 
problems of youth unemployment, 

social exclusion and regional in-
equalities.

“The politicians are busy talking 
about democracy and the new con-
stitution and so on. We the people 
in the lower rung have seen noth-
ing. The talks are destined for us 
and the benefits for themselves,” 
complained Salem Touborski, who 
has been unemployed for five years 
despite having a university degree 
in sociology.

Tunisia’s news website Assabah 
News Editor-in-Chief Hafedh Ghri-
bi said the narrow interests of the 
ruling elite have distracted leaders 
from seeing protests brewing.

“The ruling leaders were fight-
ing over the spoils of power until 
the earth shook under their feet as 
they did not make good use of the 
time,” he said. “People could not 
bear the sight of politicians getting 
fat, smugglers getting richer and 
terrorism wrecking the country’s 

economy and security.”
“Tunisian society is shattered be-

tween north and south and between 
east and west and between youths 
and the elites who are far from un-
derstanding the reality,” said Hatem 
Ben Salem, head of the presidency-
run Strategic Studies Institute.

“More than 90% of the youth 
did not vote, which means they do 
not believe in the priorities set by 
the politicians, their parties and 
successive governments which 
are supposed to come to achieve 
the goals of the youth’s revolution 
which are freedom, dignity and so-
cial justice.”

Few believe, however, that a new 
revolution is about to be spawned 
as the protests were largely leader-
less and poorly organised.

Security forces were careful not 
to repeat the mistakes of 2011 re-
garding the use of force. Political 
leaders and social media activists 

denounced the looting and violence 
even if they sided with “the legiti-
mate demands” of the unemployed.

The West is supportive although 
not providing the massive help 
some Tunisians were expecting af-
ter 2011. On January 22nd, Tunisia 
pledged $1.1 billion in development 
aid to Tunisia over the next five 
years after Habib Essid met French 
President François Hollande. The 
support “aims to help poor regions 
and young people, putting the fo-
cus on employment”, Hollande’s 
office said.

There is still concern today about 
the vulnerability of Tunisia’s demo-
cratic experiment as the country 
sees no way out yet of its socio-
economic dilemmas and complex 
security concerns.

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

In Tunisia, a serious warning from the unemployed
Lamine Ghanmi

Soldier tries to disperse protesters outside the local government office in Kasserine, Tunisia.

The rate of 
unemployment 
among university 
graduates topped 
the 30% mark and is 
one of the highest in 
the world.

What should Tunisia do after the riots?

I
t is strange how history 
repeats itself. Riots erupted 
in Tunisia in January 2016, 
the same month as the riots 
of 2011 ushered in what has 
become known as the “Arab 

spring”.
The latest Tunisian riots began 

in Kasserine in central-western 
Tunisia, not far from Sidi Bouzid, 
where the riots of 2011 started. 
Peaceful demonstrations with le-
gitimate grievances degenerated 
into confrontations with security 
forces and violent looting. Pro-
tests quickly spread to practically 
all pockets of poverty and margin-
alisation around the country.

Protests are the logical end-
product of two factors: the 
pitiful security situation and the 
economic legacy of the post-
revolution troika government; 
and inability of the government to 
make the tough decisions related 
to regional development and tax 
reform.

In the absence of reforms, the 
inequality gap between the upper 
class and the middle and poor 
classes widened. The political 
situation in Tunisia was further 
muddied by power struggles in-
side the secularist Nidaa Tounes 
party, with the Islamist Ennahda 
party naturally trying to take 
advantage of the rift inside Nidaa 

Tounes.
Nidaa Tounes liberals, entan-

gled in an internal power feud, 
quickly lost sight of the “goals of 
the revolution” for which they 
had been elected in 2014. Further-
more, the social and economic 
dimensions in the programme of 
the newly appointed government 
were lacklustre.

The recent countrywide pro-
tests can be seen as a message to 
the ruling coalition. Public opin-
ion, and the poor regions in par-
ticular, came together in January 
2016 to tell the new leaders that 
the coalition they created is a coa-
lition aimed at dividing the spoils 
of victory and also for keeping 

the poor poor and the rich rich. 
Before the revolution, the middle 
class in Tunisia represented 80% 
of the population. By the end of 
2015, the middle class had shrunk 
to less than 60%.

What happened on January 
20th and after were warnings of 
an impending popular revolt that 
could evolve into a complex and 
knotty situation if not dealt with 
adequately. The government has 
announced emergency measures 
that need to be implemented 
without delay or bureaucratic red 
tape. They also need to be gener-
alised to governorates and zones 
where poverty and marginalisa-
tion are the daily lot of the local 

populations.
Such measures must become 

part of a global and coherent 
vision for regional development, 
which must be accompanied 
by the modernisation of public 
administration and governance.

The model of development 
must be credible, efficient and 
fully applicable. It must rehabili-
tate real work and make it the 
central value for society. It won’t 
be effective if it does not bring 
about an increase in productiv-
ity and does not result in wealth 
creation so both employees and 
employers benefit. The model 
must also be accompanied by a 
system of fair and transparent 
taxation.

The government must an-
nounce a Marshall-type plan for 
Tunisia’s eight poor governo-
rates. It must call for significant 
local and international assis-
tance programmes and channel 
them towards infrastructure 
projects in impoverished re-
gions.

And, of course, a prerequisite 
for this is to return to calm and 
security since looting and burn-
ing does not solve unemploy-
ment or marginalisation but will 
only make them worse. Terror-
ists are always on the lookout for 
flaws and lapses in security to 
carry out their bloody designs.

The newly formed govern-
ment must be given a chance to 
implement the measures and 
reforms it promised. It is only 
then that we can start assessing 
its success or failure.

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

Alaya Allani

View point
The newly 
formed 
government 
must be 
given a 
chance to 
implement 
the measures 
and reforms 
it promised.

The government must 
announce a Marshall-type 
plan for Tunisia’s eight 
poor governorates.

Optimistic. Tunisia’s Prime Minister Habib Essid presiding over an extraordinary 
Cabinet meeting in Carthage, on January 23rd
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s Iran, freed from eco-
nomic sanctions, is set to 
add oil to a glutted global 
market, Algeria appears 
to be one of the most vul-

nerable hydrocarbon exporters.
Algeria boasts more than 12 billion 

barrels of oil reserves and about 160 
trillion cubic feet of natural gas. It 
is Europe’s third largest supplier of 
gas. It is connected to world mar-
kets through natural gas pipelines 
and has a large shipping fleet that 
sends liquefied natural gas (LNG) 
from several plants to customers in 
Europe and elsewhere.

Thanks to Algerian President Ab-
delaziz Bouteflika’s policy of na-
tional reconciliation, Algeria skirted 
most of the horrors of radical Is-
lamic fundamentalism. Its energy 
sector is well-entrenched with se-
cure long-term investors. Operating 
costs are relatively low.

However, with Iran formally 
re-entering the international oil 
market, Algeria faces greater chal-
lenges. The government’s financial 
policies are highly dependent on 
hydrocarbon revenues. Its margin 
to manoeuvre is restricted by public 
wariness about austerity measures 
and political opposition to recently 
introduced constitutional reforms.

Algeria planned to hike oil pro-
duction 5% in 2016 to help offset the 
effects of falling prices. However, 
if prices slide further, it could be 
forced to reduce oil output because 
of production costs.

Algeria could find in Iran a chal-
lenging rival in the gas market and 
could consider withdrawing from 
the Organisation of the Petroleum 
Exporting Countries (OPEC) as a 
last-ditch attempt to defend oil 
prices.

The looming crisis from declining 
oil prices is a reminder of Algeria’s 
failure to introduce changes during 
better times. Despite pledges of re-

form, Algeria continues to be man-
aged by what Algerians call the pou-
voir — “the deep state” — a network 
of senior military and security offic-
ers and political and business elites 
for whom Bouteflika is a convenient 
figurehead.

It is difficult for the Algerian gov-
ernment to build consensus for 
opening the system in the midst 
of a menacing economic environ-
ment while preserving the country’s 
stability against upheaval in the 
Maghreb and sub-Saharan Africa.

Recently there were protests in 
Algerian cities seeking wage in-
creases and lower food prices. The 
opposition sided with the protest-
ers, denouncing what it described as 
the government’s intent to “starve” 
the population.

The oil and gas sector, which ac-
counts for 98% of exports and al-
most 60% of government revenue, 
faces its own woes. Production has 
been falling slightly and the state 
monopoly Sonatrach has had a se-
ries of corruption scandals.

Local consumption of oil and gas 
has risen 75% in the last decade and 
the government is wary of political 
unrest should subsidies be cut.

Prospects of a shale gas bonanza 
appear out of reach. Algeria has the 
largest shale gas resources in the 
world but the fracking process is de-
pendent on large amounts of water 
and Algeria has limited hydraulic 
resources.

Any bid to divert water from ag-
riculture would trigger fierce reac-
tions and has already provoked riots 
in southern Algeria.

Protests over food prices and the 
staunch resistance to the tapping of 
shale gas were signs that economic 
problems, combined with uncer-
tainty over Bouteflika’s hold on 
power, could lead to the radicalisa-
tion of political opposition and the 
seepage of jihadist violence from 
trouble spots, such as Libya.

The attack on the In Amenas gas 
facility in January 2013, in which 
about 70 people died, showed how 
hard it is to shield a country with 
thousands of miles of borders from 
terror attacks. The facility is still 
a target. Algerian media reported 
in December that several jihadists 
were arrested and weapons seized 
in the In Amenas region thanks to 
the military’s vigilance.

Sonatrach has struggled to raise 
production since a corruption inves-
tigation at the company and the al-

Qaeda attack in 2013 at In Amenas, a 
gas field that the state company op-
erates with BP Plc and Statoil ASA. 
Algeria’s oil output has been about 
1.1 million barrels a day for the last 
two years. 

“We will end the year 2015 with 
about the same output as last year,” 
Sonatrach announced, despite pric-
es steeply falling. “For 2016, we ex-
pect an increase in production by at 
least 5%, compared with 2015.”

The new context shaped by Iran’s 
added oil exports is likely to upset 
any such prospects for Algeria’s en-
ergy output. Average prices for Al-
gerian Sahara blend declined 47%, 
according to OPEC data.

Price cuts prompted Sonatrach to 
trim costs and curtail investment. 
Its main priorities shifted to oil and 
gas exploration in areas near exist-
ing production facilities, raising 
output through new technologies 
and working to deliver projects on 
time.

Algeria had planned to spend 
$64 billion — 70% of its total invest-
ment programme from 2015-18 — in 
upstream activities to reverse the 
decline in crude oil and natural gas 
production, according to a release 
from the Energy Information Ad-

ministration (EIA). Sonatrach set a 
goal of increasing gross hydrocar-
bon output from 1,429 million bar-
rels of oil equivalent (MMBOE) in 
2014 to 1,649 MMBOE by 2019.

An unidentified Algerian energy 
official told the local daily El Khabar 
that Algeria could be forced to cut oil 
production if prices were to stand at 
around $20 a barrel. The official said 
Algerian oil production costs have 
risen from a $6-$8 in the early 2000s 
to $18-$20 a barrel

“Sales of Algerian oil abroad 
would have no benefit if prices were 
to be in the range of $23-$25 a barrel. 
Algeria’s returns would be between 
$3-$4 a barrel. It does not make 
sense to export oil,” said Algerian 
energy specialist Said Baghoul.

“There is no interest for Algeria to 
remain a member of OPEC if there is 
a move to cut output. Algeria would 
leave OPEC as did Indonesia be-
fore.” He added: “Algeria’s situation 
is made more difficult as Sonatrach 

holds 45% of oil production capaci-
ty while the rest is held by its foreign 
investor partners.”

Algerian economist Mustapha 
Mekideche said: “In 2016 it will be 
more difficult for the authorities to 
manage the crisis, which calls for 
a greater economic efficiency and 
social fairness. The country has the 
financial resources to handle the cri-
sis but the most difficult is political 
resistance to reforms.”

El Khabar analyst Said Okba ar-
gues the crisis puts Bouteflika in a 
dilemma between “government me-
diocracy” and opposition mistrust.

“The desertification of the po-
litical landscape has narrowed the 
president’s options to deal with 
the crisis. No self-respecting mem-
ber of the opposition will accept 
to deal with the regime in such cir-
cumstances,” he said, calling on the 
government to urge loyalists to pray 
for an oil solution as they did in De-
cember when they prayed for rain to 
end a drought.

“Our whole economy is tied to the 
sky, be it for agriculture or oil. The 
only task the government can carry 
out is to beg the sky for mercy,” he 
said. “Can the situation be more 
miserable than that?”

Falling oil prices stress Algeria’s vulnerabilities
Lamine Ghanmi

Algerian demonstrators staging a sit-in, last March, in the Sahara desert village of In-Salah, south 
Algeria, against the exploration of shale gas.

Our whole economy 
is tied to the sky, be 
it for agriculture or 
oil.

Libya’s shaky steps to settlement

Tunis

L 

ibya took a shaky step 
away from its chaotic state 
of affairs with the decision 
by the internationally rec-
ognised parliament based 

in Tobruk to approve the Libyan 
Political Agreement (LPA).

The House of Representatives 
(HoR), however, demanded that 
one of the clauses in the 31-page 
LPA be deleted and rejected the 
massive, potentially unmanageable 
32-ministry national unity govern-
ment proposed by the Presidency 
Council headed by Prime Minister-
designate Faiez al-Sarraj.

It gave the council until February 
4th to devise a new slimmed-down 
“crisis” government.

In a further endorsement of the 
LPA, the HoR told two members of 
the nine-member council who had 
suspended their membership over 
different issues to rejoin the body.

The clause rejected by the HoR 
authorises the Presidency Council 
to appoint top military, civil and se-
curity bodies within 20 days of as-
suming office. Backers of would-be 
Libyan military strongman General 
Khalifa Haftar have chosen to see 
the change as a move against him.

The HoR’s conditional approval 

of the LPA does not, however, mean 
that peace is about to break out or 
that the threat from the Islamic 
State (ISIS) is going to be removed.

Welcoming the HoR move, UN 
Special Representative Martin Kob-
ler pointed out January 27th that, in 
fact, the HoR could not amend or 
delete anything in the LPA without 
agreement from the proposed State 
Council.

However, as Kobler noted, the 
State Council does not yet exist. For 
that to happen, the HoR must first 
approve the deal — effectively in its 
entirety.

Kobler also made it clear that 
even if the European Union or the 
United States may be considering 
sanctions against key Libyan fig-
ures trying to block the deal (the 
president of the Tripoli-based Gen-
eral National Congress, Nuri Abu 
Sahmain, and head of the govern-
ment it appointed, Khalifa Ghwell 
are said to be prime targets), the 
United Nations is not doing so at 
the moment. Kobler’s aim is to get 

all sides to back the deal, he said.
However, despite seemingly en-

couraging messages from the HoR, 
getting the new government to 
Tripoli remains the major obsta-
cle. One of the city’s main militia 
bosses, Haitham Tajouri, on Janu-
ary 26th led a 90-vehicle demon-
stration in the city in opposition to 
both the LPA and the national unity 
government.

In a defiant and, for the first time, 
distinctly pro-Islamist statement, 
Tajouri said sharia had to be the 
legal system in Libya and that any 
attempt by the international com-
munity to “impose” a government 
would be considered “an invasion”.

On the other side, the main Mis-
ratan brigades and Abdulrauf Kara, 
who leads the Rada (deterrent) 
forces — the only effective polic-
ing body in Tripoli — support the 
national unity government but are 
not strong enough to deal with Ta-
jouri and ensure the government’s 
safety.

Nothing can happen, however, 
until the Presidency Council sub-
mits a revised frame of govern-
ment. The expectation among UN 
officials is that the council will 
meet its February 4th deadline and 
the HoR will approve the new plan.

Michel Cousins is the 
editor-in-chief of the Libya Herald.

Michel Cousins

The HoR’s 
conditional approval 
of the LPA does not, 
however, mean that 
peace is about to 
break out.

United Nations envoy for Libya, Martin Kobler, holds a press 
conference in Tunis, on January 27th.

Algeria could 
consider 
withdrawing from 
OPEC as a last-ditch 
attempt to defend 
oil prices.
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ith its eastern neigh-
bour Iran eyeing 
an economic boom 
and a more active 
regional role after 

the end of crippling Western sanc-
tions, Turkey is looking at a two-
tier approach to the resurgent Shia 
power: Ankara aims to benefit from 
the expected increase in trade while 
containing Iran’s influence in the 
Middle East.

For Turkey, with businesses 
looking for new export markets af-
ter slower growth rates, the end of 
sanctions against Iran could be a 
new source of economic strength. 
In a recent interview with the Turk-
ish daily Hurriyet, Alireza Bikdeli, 
Iran’s ambassador to Ankara, called 
on Turkish companies to take part 
in energy-sector projects worth 
$300 billion.

Turkey followed UN sanctions 
regime but ignored additional re-
strictions slapped on Tehran by the 
West to keep Iran from building a 
nuclear weapon. Turkish exports to 
Iran in 2015 amounted to about $3.7 
billion, which put Tehran eighth 
largest among Turkey’s export mar-
kets. Turkish imports from Iran, 
mostly natural gas and oil, totalled 
about $10 billion in 2014, the latest 
year for which full figures are avail-
able.

With sanctions ending follow-
ing the nuclear deal between world 
powers and Iran, Turkish compa-
nies are preparing to make the most 
of opportunities opening in the 
east. “There is a big potential,” said 

Mehmet Tanyas, vice-president 
of Loder, a Turkish logistics asso-
ciation, adding that Turkey, with its 
modern seaports, was in a good po-
sition to handle trade between Iran 
and the rest of the world.

Even before sanctions were lift-
ed, Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan sought to boost bilateral 
trade with Iran. Bilgin Aygul, head 
of the Turkish-Iranian business 
council, said bilateral trade could 
reach $20 billion within a few years. 
Sankon, a Turkish business associa-
tion, plans to send a delegation to 
explore business opportunities in 
Tehran.

Some Turkish media reports 
have suggested that Iran could take 
Russia’s place as Turkey’s most im-
portant energy supplier after the 
Turkish-Russian fallout over the 
downing of a Russian warplane by 
the Turkish Air Force near the Turk-
ish-Syrian border last November.

But, despite the prospects for 
closer economic ties, wide Iranian-
Turkish political differences remain. 
The Middle East policy by Shia pow-
er Iran is regarded with suspicion 
by Sunni player Turkey. One place 
where the two countries’ opposing 
interests clash is Syria, where Iran 
is a supporter of President Bashar 
Assad and Turkey is seeking Assad’s 
removal from power.

Turkish-Iranian rivalry in the re-
gion carries echoes from the past, as 
both countries are heirs to former 
competing powers — the Ottoman 
and Persian empires.

Shortly before a 2015 visit to Teh-
ran, Erdogan accused Iran of trying 
to dominate the Middle East and 
said Tehran should stop meddling 
in Iraq, Syria and Yemen. “This has 
started to bother a lot of countries in 
the region, including us, Saudi Ara-
bia and the Gulf nations,” he said.

In December, Erdogan said Iran 
was prolonging the war in Syria be-
cause of its support of Assad, who 
is a member of the Alawite commu-
nity, a sect with ties to Shia Islam. 
“Had Iran not stood behind Assad 
for sectarian reasons, today maybe 

we would not be discussing an issue 
like Syria,” Erdogan said.

Also in 2015, Ankara accused 
Iran of being behind Iraqi protests 
against a Turkish military presence 
near the northern Iraqi city of Mo-
sul, held by the Islamic State (ISIS). 
In return, Iranian Deputy Foreign 
Minister Hossein Amir Abdollahian 
said foreign countries should work 
with the central government in Iraq 
and ask Baghdad’s permission be-
fore sending troops. Iranian officials 
also alleged they had evidence that 
Turkey was buying oil from ISIS in 
Syria, a charge strongly denied by 
Ankara.

Observers say Turkey is reach-
ing out to other regional players to 
win partners equally interested in 
checking Tehran. “Ankara is appar-
ently recalibrating its relations with 

the countries in the region in order 
to counterbalance Iran’s growing 
clout,” columnist Verda Ozer wrote 
in the Hurriyet Daily News. She 
was referring to Turkish moves to 
repair ties with Israel and reports 
about impending rapprochement 
between Turkey and Egypt.

However, recent Turkish com-
ments have been trying to play 
down differences with Tehran. Of-
ficials in Ankara suggested that 
at least some of the harsh rhetoric 
from the Turkish capital was con-
nected to internal politics as the 
country held two parliamentary 
elections in 2015.

“Now that the new government 
is in place, it is expected that visits 
between Iran and Turkey will in-
crease shortly, not only on the dip-
lomatic field, but also in the areas of 

economy and energy,” Turkish me-
dia quoted an official as saying. An-
kara also says it favours a reduction 
in tensions between Iran and Saudi 
Arabia, the leading Sunni power in 
the region.

As diplomatic contacts are inten-
sifying, Turkish officials are trying 
to find out if political ties with Iran 
can be improved after 2015’s angry 
exchanges. Abdollahian is expected 
to visit Turkey in the near future, 
Turkish news reports say. Plans for 
a visit by Iranian Foreign Minister 
Mohammad Javad Zarif, who can-
celled a trip to Ankara in 2015 be-
cause Erdogan refused to schedule 
a meeting with him, are also back on 
the table, the reports said.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Istanbul.

Turkey searching for new balance in ties with Iran
Thomas Seibert

A file picture of Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei (R), meeting with Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan (C),  and Iranian President Hassan Rohani, in Tehran, last April.

Despite the 
prospects for closer 
economic ties, wide 
Iranian-Turkish 
political differences 
remain.

Istanbul

T 

urkey’s government has 
come under fire from 
critics at home and allies 
abroad for the harsh treat-
ment of academics who 

disagreed with its Kurdish policy, 
but the signs are that the adminis-
tration will stick to its hardline ap-
proach.

More than 1,100 academics from 
universities around Turkey and 
more than 300 supporters abroad 
signed a petition that blamed the 
government for the renewed blood-
shed in Kurdish regions, where 
members of the outlawed Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK) and Turkish 
security forces have been battling 
for months. Human rights activists 
say more than 160 civilians caught 
in the crossfire were killed between 
early December and early January.

“The Turkish Republic has ef-
fectively condemned its citizens in 
Sur, Silvan, Nusaybin, Cizre, Silopi 
and many other towns and neigh-
bourhoods in the Kurdish provinces 
to hunger and has deprived them 
of water through the use of cur-
fews that have lasted for weeks,” 
the petition reads. “This deliberate 
and planned massacre is in serious 
violation of Turkey’s own laws and 
international treaties.”

The petition calls for Ankara to 
restart peace negotiations with the 
PKK. The document was immedi-
ately criticised by government sup-
porters because it failed to mention 
alleged PKK crimes.

In a furious rebuke, Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan ac-
cused the academics of supporting 

the PKK, saying: “These are people 
in the dark. They are cruel and des-
picable.”

Prosecutors investigated the 
academics for spreading “terrorist 
propaganda” and 18 of the signato-
ries were briefly detained.

US Vice-President Joe Biden, on 
a visit to Istanbul, warned Turkey 
not to restrict free speech. “When 
the media are intimidated or impris-
oned for critical reporting, when 
internet freedom is curtailed and 
social media sites like YouTube or 
Twitter are shut down and more 
than 1,000 academics are accused 
of treason simply by signing a peti-
tion, that’s not the kind of example 
that needs to be set,” Biden said.

Turkey’s Western allies have 
been concerned for some time 
about a perceived clampdown by 
the Ankara government on its critics 
which threatens freedom of speech.

Two prominent journalists were 
put into pre-trial detention in No-
vember because their newspaper 
printed a story about alleged arms 
shipments by Turkey to rebels in 
Syria. Dozens of investigations and 
court cases have been launched 
against journalists, activists and 
students for allegedly insulting 
Erdogan. Some investigations fol-
lowed complaints by the presi-
dent’s lawyers.

Erdogan’s attack on the academ-
ics and the actions by prosecutors 
and police — anti-terror officers 
raided a house of one of the peti-
tion’s signatories — triggered new 
criticism. “I am not surprised at 
all,” Nuray Mert, a columnist wrote 
in the opposition newspaper Cum-
huriyet. “All authoritarian regimes 
are the enemies of ‘intellectuals’,” 
she added in a word play involving 
the Turkish word aydin, which can 

mean either “light” and “intellec-
tual”.

Mert accused the government of 
making scapegoats out of the aca-
demics so as to evade responsibility 
for things that go wrong.

The European Union’s foreign 
service, the European External 
Action Service (EEAS), said in a 
statement the treatment of the 
academics was “extremely worry-
ing”. While the European Union 
condemned all acts of terrorism, 
including those committed by the 
PKK, “We re-state that the fight 
against terrorism must fully respect 
obligations under international law, 
including human rights and hu-
manitarian law,” the statement said.

“Freedom of expression must be 
upheld,” the EEAS warned EU can-
didate country Turkey.

Marc Pierini, a visiting scholar 
at Carnegie Europe and a former 
EU ambassador to Ankara, said the 
war in Syria and other international 
issues were keeping attention fo-
cused outside Turkey. The Euro-
pean Union was “highly worried”, 
Pierini wrote on Twitter. But “Tur-
key’s smashing of [the] rule of law” 
was “conveniently hidden by other 
crises”.

British Ambassador to Turkey 
Richard Moore stressed that free-
dom of expression was vital for a 
democracy and his American col-
league John Bass said he was “con-
cerned about this pressure having a 
chilling effect on legitimate politi-
cal discourse across Turkish society 
regarding the sources of and solu-
tions to the ongoing violence”.

It is highly unusual for ambas-
sadors of Turkey’s Western part-
ners to criticise the government so 
openly on a domestic issue but poli-
ticians in Ankara showed no sign of 

backing down. Melih Gokcek, the 
mayor of Ankara and a prominent 
member of Erdogan’s ruling Justice 
and Development Party (AKP), said 
on Twitter that Bass should apolo-
gise to Turkey. “In my opinion, you 
should go home to your country,” 
Gokcek said.

Turkish Prime Minister Ah-
met Davutoglu also struck a defi-
ant stance. No democratic coun-
try would accept an armed group 
outside the legitimate forces of 
the state, he said in reference to 
the PKK. “Those districts will be 
cleaned” of rebel fighters, Davuto-
glu said about areas where rebels 
and security forces are fighting. He 
also suggested new efforts to find 
a peaceful solution to the Kurdish 
conflict could be started once the 
PKK was defeated. “Afterward, we 
can talk about everything,” he said.

In an attempt to deflect criti-
cism, Davutoglu’s government is 
reportedly preparing political re-
forms that would benefit Kurds and 
religious minorities, such as Tur-
key’s small Christian community.

News reports said Ankara would 
allow airline announcements to be 
made in the Kurdish language and 
give the green light to a re-estab-
lishment of Kurdish place names 
that had been “Turkified” by the 
state. The government was also 
planning to allow Armenian Chris-
tians more religious services in the 
historic church on Akdamar island 
in Lake Van in the south-east, the 
reports said.

Ankara under fire after detention of academics
Thomas Seibert

Reporters attend march marking Journalism Day in Istanbul, on 
January 10th.

The petition calls for 
Ankara to restart 
peace negotiations 
with the PKK.
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A 

lmost five years into Syr-
ia’s civil war and facing 
rising combat fatalities, 
Iran is deploying more 
and more military units 

— and all from its most trusted 
military force, the Islamic Revolu-
tionary Guards Corps (IRGC) — into 
the charnel-house combat zone to 
secure the survival of its key Arab 
ally, Syrian President Bashar Assad.

The latest units deployed in 
Syria, to judge by a survey of Ira-
nian nationals killed in combat in 
Syria, are from the IRGC’s Saberin 
Brigade, the corps’ special forces 
group of several battalions.

Their commitment, along with 
the elite al-Quds Force, to keep As-
sad in power underlines the mili-
tary power Tehran’s Shia leader-
ship is having to deploy to save the 
quasi-Shia Assad regime.

Little is known about the Saberin 
Brigade, which as far as the out-
side world is concerned has been 
overshadowed as Tehran’s external 
spearhead by the Quds Force, Iran’s 
secretive expeditionary force that 
has played a vital role in rescuing 
Assad’s regime from collapse.

So what is the Saberin Brigade — 
the name means “Those with For-
bearance” in Farsi — and its signifi-
cance in the Syrian bloodbath?

According to Brigadier-General 
Morteza Mirian, a former com-
mander of the brigade, the Saberin 
was established in 2000 modelled 
on Britain’s famed and secretive 
Special Air Service. Major-General 
Mohammad-Ali Jafari, the IRGC’s 

current chief, served as the Saberin 
Brigade’s first commander. The 
current commander is Brigadier-
General Mohsen Karimi, appointed 
on May 15, 2012.

At the time of its establishment, 
the Saberin Brigade’s primary mis-
sion was to counter the threat from 
the Party of Free Life of Kurdistan 
(PJAK), an offshoot of the Kurdis-
tan Workers’ Party (PKK) of Turkey, 
which has been fighting Ankara for 
Kurdish autonomy since the mid-
1980s.

PJAK, based in the Qandil moun-
tains of eastern Iraq, has been en-
gaged in a guerrilla war with Iran 
for a decade. Several hundred 
fighters on both sides, including 
General Abbas Asemi, the IRGC’s 
commander in Qom province, and 
Brigadier-General Abbas-Ali Jansa-
ri, commander of the Isfahan Artil-
lery Corps, have been killed.

As the conflict diminished in 
mid-2012, the IRGC deployed the 
Saberin in Sistan and Baluchistan 
province where the brigade has 
battled Jaish ul-Adl, a Sunni insur-
gent group that has challenged the 
Tehran regime across the south-
eastern province that borders Pa-
kistan.

On the surface, the IRGC and the 
Saberin battalions have restored a 
measure of calm in the impover-
ished province but since the IRGC’s 
counter-insurgency strategy solely 
relies on use of force and lacks a 
social dimension for improving 
the living conditions of the local 
population, Sistan and Baluchistan 
province is in a state of emergency. 
This nurtures further grievances 
among the local Sunni population 
against Tehran.

To judge by these actions, the 
Saberin Brigade seems to be oper-
ating on Iran’s increasingly restive 
borders which are largely populat-
ed by non-Shias.

The distinction between the bri-
gade and the Quds Force thus may 
be blurring because of the Syrian 
war.

There have been no reliable re-

ports on Saberin operations in 
Syria since Tehran consistently 
denies there are any IRGC person-
nel there. But a study of reports on 
funeral services in Iran for Iranian 
nationals killed in Syria, sheds light 
on the brigade’s activities.

On February 14, 2015, Abbas 
Abdollahi, a Saberin Brigade offic-
er from East Azerbaijan province, 
was reportedly killed in Kafr Nasij 
village in the Deraa governorate 
of southern Syria. He was Saber-
in’s first combat fatality in Syria. 
Since then, the brigade has lost at 
the very least ten other personnel 
there.

Colonel Farhad Hassounizadeh, 
another senior Saberin officer, 
was killed in southern Syria. The 

more recent deaths seem to have 
occurred in the suburbs of the 
northern city of Aleppo, a key bat-
tleground since 2013 with Syrian 
regime forces holding half of the 
war-battered city and rebels the 
other. It is widely understood that 
what transpires in Aleppo may de-
cide the outcome of the conflict.

The death of several Saberin Bri-
gade members on the same day 
and same geographic location as 
IRGC members from the same Ira-
nian province further indicates 
that the Saberin forces have been 
incorporated into the IRGC struc-
ture in Syria.

With the limited information 
available about this special forces 
brigade, it’s difficult to assess the 

significance of their contribution 
to the overall IRGC war effort in 
Syria. But the mere fact that Saber-
in is deployed there is a sign that 
the IRGC is moving from being the 
Tehran regime’s praetorian guard 
to becoming one big Quds Force, 
operating beyond Iran’s borders.

This is happening at a time 
when Tehran is stepping up its 
expansionist strategy, particularly 
against Saudi Arabia, to establish 
itself as the region’s paramount 
power.

In the current state of tension 
between the kingdom, which sees 
itself as the guardian of the world’s 
Sunni Muslims, and Iran, the su-
perpower of the minority Shia sect, 
this is a worrisome development.

Iran deploys a new special force in Syria
Ali Alfoneh

A 2015 file picture shows Iranian soldiers carrying the coffin of Amin Karimi, a member of Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps who was killed in Syria.

The Saberin was 
established in 2000 
modelled on 
Britain’s famed and 
secretive Special Air 
Service.

Struggling against the logic of John Kerry

P
erhaps it was the high 
altitude and the crisp, 
clear, invigorating 
Swiss mountain air 
that went to US 
Secretary of State 

John Kerry’s head and loosened 
his tongue at the World Eco-
nomic Forum in Davos on 
January 21st.

In any case, Kerry delivered 
appallingly frank comments to 
the CNBC cable news outlet and 
to his travelling press entourage 
about the boost that freeing 
billions of dollars of previously 
frozen Iranian financial assets 
would give Tehran’s terrorist 
potential and growing regional 
clout. His reasoning was so 
specious and inane it deserves to 
be studied carefully.

First, Kerry ridiculed the idea 
that the P5+1 nuclear agreement 
concluded with Iran in July 2015 
would free up $150 billion. The 
real figure the Iranians would 
receive was likely to be no more 
than a mere $50 billion or so 
and they would need to use it to 
rescue their troubled domestic 
economy, he airily explained.

Well, as the late US Senator 
Everett Dirksen famously said: 

“A billion here, a billion there — 
pretty soon you’re talking about 
real money.”

Let us assume that Kerry’s 
reasoning and facts are correct 
— highly dubious propositions 
indeed. But even if these figures 
are accurate, suppose the Iranians 
dutifully devoted $49 billion of 
the modest windfall they are 
about to achieve to debt relief, 
reflationary investment and other 
Good Things. Might they still not 
put aside a $1 billion for weapons, 
terrorism and other subversive 
activities around the region? 
After all, with even a mere $1 
billion you could buy an awful 
lot of weapons and dramatically 
increase anyone’s potential 
for revolutionary violence and 
subversion.

Kerry, with all the fearless 
realism we should expect from 
any US secretary of state, faced 
this possibility head-on: “I think 
that some of it will end up in 
the hands of the IRGC (Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps) or 
other entities, some of which 
are labelled terrorists,” he freely 
acknowledged to CNBC. “You 
know, to some degree, I’m not 
going to sit here and tell you that 
every component of that can be 
prevented.”

Kerry did not appear too 
bothered about letting huge, 
unlimited sums of money go 
directly to an organisation 
pledged to topple established, 
stable countries across the Middle 
East. One assumes he would have 
been a lot less casual and relaxed 
had he thought that money 
would be channelled directly 

into funded violent terrorist and 
revolutionary activities within 
his own country to topple the 
government of the United States.

But not to worry, as the 
Associated Press reported, Kerry 
told his travelling press entourage 
in later comments: “If we catch 
them funding terrorism, they’re 
going to have a problem in the 
US Congress and other people, 
obviously.”

But of course, having “a 
problem in the US Congress” 
never constrained Iran’s support 
of terrorist groups around 
the region even during the 
long decades when sanctions 
were imposed. Its support for 
Hezbollah, Shia militias operating 
in Iraq and many other forces 
continued unabated.

To imagine that fear of a verbal 
rebuke from Kerry or huffing and 
puffing from Congress — sure to 
be blocked by US President Barack 
Obama anyway — will prove any 
kind of brake or deterrent to such 
activities is simply fatuous.

Kerry simply assumed 
that Iran’s leaders, who are 
the product of very different 
historical experiences than he 
is, could possibly see the world 
any differently than he does. Yet 
the 37-year history of the Islamic 
Republic repeatedly confirms that 
successive Iranian leaders do not 
think like Kerry at all.

Indeed, Kerry does not even 
understand the thinking of an 
ordinary American. When the 
Democratic Party nominated him 
as their candidate for president in 
2004, he went down to a landslide 
defeat at the hands of George W. 
Bush, widely recognised as one of 
the most incompetent presidents 
to sit in the Oval Office.

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).

Martin Sieff

View point

Having “a 
problem 
in the US 
Congress” 
never 
constrained 
Iran’s 
support of 
terrorists.

With even a mere $1 
billion you could buy an 
awful lot of weapons.

US Secretary of State John Kerry (L) speaks 
with Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad 
Javad Zarif  in Vienna on January 16th.
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US visa requirements worry Americans of Mideast descent
Rasha Elass

Washington

C 

hanges to the visa waiver 
program under a new 
anti-terrorism bill have 
taken effect, stirring con-
troversy among travellers, 

lawmakers and civil rights activists.
The Visa Waiver Program (VWP) 

Improvement and Terrorist Travel 
Prevention Act, which was folded 
into the omnibus spending bill and 
passed by Congress on December 
8th, requires additional visa screen-
ing for certain citizens of the 38 Eu-
ropean and Asian countries that are 
in visa-waiver partnership with the 
United States.

Anyone who is a dual citizen of 
Syria, Iraq, Iran or Sudan or has vis-
ited any of those countries within 
the past five years may be ineligi-
ble for the automatic visa waiver 
when visiting the United States. 
The bill passed in a swift and little-
publicised session and received 
overwhelming bipartisan support, 
including a public endorsement 
from the White House, giving rights 

groups little opportunity to lobby 
against it.

As the new rules went into effect 
in January, the White House said 
it reserves the right to judge on a 
case-by-case basis whether to ex-
empt certain individuals from the 
regulations. The move angered Re-
publican lawmakers who advocated 
for the change in the VWP, accusing 
the White House of circumventing 
the will of Congress.

The measures affect only non-
U.S. citizens but there is no immu-
nity for US citizens from receiving 
similar treatment when travelling 
abroad. VWP partner countries may 
reciprocate and actively discrimi-
nate against American citizens of 
Syrian, Iraqi, Iranian and Sudanese 
origin, which has civil rights groups 
calling foul.

“We’re creating second-class 
citizens with this bill,” said Abed 
Ayoub, legal and policy director at 
the American-Arab Anti-Discrimi-
nation Committee (ADC), referring 
to the hundreds of thousands of 
Americans who are dual nationals 
and could be affected if countries 
retaliate. ADC is preparing for the 
fallout, which is difficult because, 
Ayoub said, “there is no precedent 
on these specific measures”.

“We opposed and criticised the 
bill. It’s reasonable for the US to 
strengthen security measures but 
it’s not reasonable to discriminate 
against dual nationals,” said Joanne 
Lin, an attorney with the American 
Civil Liberties Union.

A measure was introduced in 
Congress in January to remove the 

discriminatory language that would 
exclude certain dual nationals from 
the Visa Waiver Program.  The spon-
soring lawmakers include three 
from Michigan, which has a sub-
stantial Arab-American population.

There is additional concern about 
the effect of the regulations on the 
Iran nuclear deal, which stipulates 
that Iran will no longer be subject to 
such sanctions.

On January 19th, a British-Iranian 
journalist for the BBC was barred 
from boarding a flight to the United 
States because of her dual national-
ity. The incident sparked outrage 
and flooded the US State Depart-
ment and US Department of Home-
land Security with queries about 

implications for dual nationals.
Critics point out that there are 

other countries more closely corre-
lated with the travel patterns of sus-
pected terrorists but are not named 
in the bill, given that they are US al-
lies.

Turkey, for example, has been 
a main travel hub for Westerners 
joining Islamic State (ISIS) fighters 
in Syria. Similarly, Saudi nationals 
represent a sizeable number of Arab 
jihadists in Syria and Iraq. Saudi 
Arabia and Pakistan were countries 
where one of the San Bernardino 
shooters became radicalised, ac-
cording to the FBI.

“Yet none of them are mentioned 
and Iran is mentioned instead. It’s 

political, with the usual suspects 
in Congress lobbying against Iran,” 
said a Washington-based analyst 
on condition of anonymity because 
of the sensitivity of the matter. He 
added that the initial reform bill 
named only Syria and Iraq as “high-
risk” countries, before lawmakers 
lobbied for a last-minute inclusion 
of Iran.

Indeed, the State Department has 
raised concerns about the legality of 
the measure under the terms of the 
Iran deal.

In a Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee hearing on December 
17th, the State Department’s coor-
dinator of the Iran agreement im-
plementation, Stephen Mull, men-
tioned that “very senior” European 
officials said the VWP requirements 
“could have a very negative impact 
on the [Iranian nuclear] deal”.

The Iran agreement, formally 
known as the Joint Comprehensive 
Plan of Action (JCPOA), was signed 
with Iran in July 2015 by the United 
States, the United Kingdom, Germa-
ny, France, Russia and China.

To assuage these concerns, US 
Secretary of State John Kerry on 
December 18th wrote to Iranian 
Foreign Minister Javad Zarif say-
ing he was “confident that the re-
cent changes in visa requirements 
passed in Congress, which the ad-
ministration has the authority to 
waive, will not in any way prevent 
us from meeting our commitments 
[in the Iran deal]” and that “we will 
implement them so as not to inter-
fere with legitimate business inter-
ests of Iran”.

A man has his fingerprints electronically taken while taking part 
in a visa application demonstration at a US embassy.

UK’s Prevent 
programme 
failing to engage 
Muslims
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

P 

revent, a controversial 
British government anti-
terrorism programme, 
appears to be failing to 
engage the Muslim com-

munity, which is largely ignoring it, 
with some boycotting the initiative 
amid claims it alienates Muslims 
and could push some down the path 
of terrorism.

Prevent, one element of a four-
part government counterterrorism 
strategy, aims to respond to the ide-
ological challenge posed by terror-
ism and extremism, providing prac-
tical assistance to people deemed at 
risk of radicalisation.

Some form of the programme has 
been in force in the United Kingdom 
since 2007, although Prime Minister 
David Cameron’s government has 
significantly beefed it up. This cul-
minated with the Prevent Duty go-
ing into effect July 1, 2015, which 
made it legally incumbent on key 
bodies, including schools, universi-
ties and hospitals, to “recognise and 
respond” to any “signs of radicalisa-
tion”.

“Prevent is about protecting those 
who might be vulnerable to the poi-
sonous and pernicious influence of 
radicalisation… We must work with 
the overwhelming majority of Brit-
ish people who abhor the twisted 
narrative that has seduced some of 
our people,” UK Security Minister 

John Hayes said.
But with no lower age limit for 

those who can be referred to the 
programme and questions about 
what “signs of radicalisation” teach-
ers and others are supposed to be on 
the lookout for, many Muslim and 
non-Muslim organisations, includ-
ing the National Union of Teachers 
and National Union of Students, ex-
pressed reservations about Prevent.

Mosques and Muslim associa-
tions have reacted with suspicion 
towards the programme, warning it 
could increase the sense of isolation 
and alienation felt by some Muslims 
and make it more likely they would 
be radicalised.

“It [Prevent] contains the implicit 
assumption that Muslims are less 
able to function in an open democ-
racy than other people, more sus-
ceptible to totalitarian impulses and 
that they are more open to be incit-
ed to violence. It sends a very nega-
tive message to the community and 
is likely to increase Islamophobia,” 
former Muslim Council of Britain 
Secretary-General Farooq Murad 
said in 2011.

While a number of Muslim associ-
ations expressed reservations of the 
initiative, Waltham Forest Council 
of Mosques in East London — one of 
the most ethnically and religiously 
diverse boroughs in London — an-
nounced an outright boycott of Pre-
vent.

“Prevent is an ill-conceived and 
flawed policy. It is racist and overt-
ly targets members of the Muslim 
faith,” a statement from the council 
said.

According to estimates from 
the Office for National Statistics, 
Waltham Forest in East London 
is home to about 280,000 people, 
some 60,000 of whom are Muslim. 
Waltham Forest Council of Mosques 
spokesman Irfan Akhtar described 

the borough as a “testing ground” 
for Prevent, warning of the dangers 
of the government’s counterterror-
ism initiative.

“Prevent is a one-way street that 
points the finger at Muslims and 
Islam and ignores dialogue and en-
gagement,” he said. “Of course eve-
ryone agrees with the buzz words 
the government throws out about 
tackling extremism but in practice 
Prevent opens up a way for discrim-
ination against Muslims.”

“There are case studies of fami-
lies being harassed based on what a 
4- or 5-year-old has said. It is totally 
unacceptable. Prevent is pushing 
people to shy away from practic-
ing their religion. This policy is dis-
criminatory and makes people fear-
ful about speaking out about their 
religion.”

There are also questions regard-
ing how teachers or doctors can be 
expected to differentiate extremists 
from moderate Muslims, particu-
larly when the “signs of radicalisa-
tion” used by the government are 
so broad as to include boys growing 
a beard, girls wearing the hijab and 
even students becoming more stu-
dious.

“The teachers we spoke to are re-
luctant to get involved with Prevent 
because it is not their job to spy on 
their students. It breaks down the 
relationship of trust that is needed 
in the education sector,” Akhtar 
said, adding that the Waltham For-
est Council of Mosques had been in-
vited to talk to the borough’s teach-
ers’ union.

While the Waltham Forest Coun-
cil of Mosques, which represents at 
least eight mosques and religious 
associations, has announced a boy-
cott of Prevent, figures from the Na-
tional Police Chiefs Council (NPCC) 
indicate that many other mosques 
across the country are refusing to 
engage with the anti-terrorism ini-
tiative.

A report published by Britain’s 
Times newspaper in late December 
indicated that less than 10% of Pre-
vent referrals were from within the 
Muslim community. Of the 3,288 
referrals to Prevent in the first half 
of 2015, 280 — 8.6% — came from 
within the Muslim community, data 
released by the NPCC indicated. 
The remaining referrals were made 
by public bodies, such as schools 
and social services.

But in a complex situation, even 
these figures are not without con-
troversy with the NPCC subse-
quently coming out to challenge 
the report. “The figures may not 
accurately capture the nature of 
the original source because in many 
cases members of the community 
will report in the first instance to 
the police,” NPCC spokesman Chief 
Constable Simon Cole said.

Questions also remain about the 
narrow scope of the figures, with 
the NPCC yet to release data for the 
second half of 2015, which would 
coincide with the Prevent Order 
and statements from Prime Minis-
ter David Cameron directly linking 
terrorism and non-violent extrem-
ist ideology.

Still, for one East London mosque 
authority, there is sufficient cause 
not to cooperate with the govern-
ment and boycott its anti-terrorism 
strategy. “It scares the children 
about practicing their religion for 
they think they could be flagged up 
as an extremist. We want to get rid 
of the stereotyping,” Akhtar said.

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

Men pray at the 7,000 worshipper-capacity East London Mosque, the largest mosque in the UK.

Mosques and 
Muslim associations 
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the programme.

The State 
Department has 
raised concerns 
about the legality of 
the measure under 
the terms of the Iran 
deal.
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MENA faces threat of Mediterranean burn out
Francis Ghilès

Barcelona

A 

nyone familiar with the 
shores of the Mediter-
ranean, from Spain to 
Tunisia, from Turkey to 
the many islands that 

dot the sea that was the fount of 
so much of humanity’s old civilisa-
tions, can only bear witness to the 
ravages that pollution, urbanisa-
tion and an ever-growing number 
of tourists inflict on this closed sea.

Hundreds of kilometres of Span-
ish, French and Italian coasts were 
raped by mass tourist development 
after the 1960s. Tunisia and Turkey 
followed, seemingly impervious to 
the consequences of the rush to the 
sun from northern Europe. Today 
350 million tourists visit Mediterra-
nean shores every year.

At the same time, the sea is vastly 
overfished. The virtual disappear-
ance of red tuna off the coast is 
characteristic of collusion between 
a despotic Libyan regime and fish-
ermen from northern-rim countries 
keen to earn as much as they could 
from fish sales. Some 90% of stocks 
in the Mediterranean are overfished, 
compared with 26% worldwide.

Fish are increasingly a luxury, out 
of bounds for most of those who 
live on Mediterranean shores with 
restaurants often serving fish from 
elsewhere and passing it off as Med-
iterranean.

To this must be added the recent 
rush to explore for oil and gas off-
shore, which has been more visible 
in the east than in the west of the 
Mediterranean: 40% of the eastern 
Mediterranean is covered by per-
mits to look for hydrocarbons.

A major natural gas field was re-
cently discovered off the Egyptian 
coast and off Cyprus lies much hy-
drocarbon wealth. It does not take 
much imagination to appreciate 
how disastrous the consequences of 
an oil spill or well blow out would be 
in an essentially closed sea.

To which could be added the 
risk of terrorism in an area increas-
ingly politically and socially unsta-
ble. Terrorism afflicts North Africa, 

Egypt, Syria, Lebanon and Turkey. 
It has not, as yet, claimed tourist 
victims on the northern rim but 
such an eventuality can no longer 
be ruled out.

The volume of international ship-
ping crossing the Mediterranean is 
increasing. No major accidents have 
occurred but it is just a question of 
time. In recent years, the sea has 
claimed tens of thousands of vic-
tims as refugees of conflicts around 
the region desperately seek the 
safety and freedom of Europe.

Finally, there is the pollution from 
the ever-growing urban sprawl that 
is changing the coast of virtually 
every country beyond recognition.

Untreated sewage is common. 
Industrial waste adds to the woes 
of the sea. In Algeria, the result is 
disastrous. In Tunisia, gypsum de-
posits from untreated waste from 
fertiliser plants have destroyed fish-
ing grounds off Sfax and in the Gulf 
of Gabes.

Damage to the environment af-

fects beaches that vanish because 
hotels or other buildings were con-
structed too close to the sea. Ham-
mamet and Bizerta in Tunisia offer 
perfect examples of such unfore-
seen results of careless policies of 
yesteryear.

The publication of the World 
Wildlife Fund’s report Blue Growth 
in the Mediterranean Sea: The Chal-
lenge of Good Environmental Status 
is timely and welcome. It stresses 
that, in an already dire situation, 
increasing the number of tourists 
who visit the region by 200 mil-
lion-500 million a year by 2030 will 
destroy the ecosystem. The report 
analyses ten maritime economic 
sectors, illustrating and mapping 
their current state and future de-
velopment trends to 2030 and their 
expected environmental effects.

A business-as-usual scenario is 
not an option as the current pace of 
exploitation of maritime space and 
resources is not sustainable. Profes-
sional fisheries show a downward 

trend but aquaculture is predicted 
to expand substantially. Maritime 
transport will expand but, as with 
other economic activities, this re-
quires coordinated, long-term plan-
ning of the whole basin.

The WWF report invites the Eu-
ropean Union to play a lead role in 
developing a shared ambition for 
the Mediterranean short of which, 
in the words of the group’s French 
director, the former Green member 
of parliament Pascal Canfin, the 
Mediterranean will suffer “burn 
out”. The sea’s ecosystem will col-
lapse.

“Burn out” is an expression, de-
rived from Graham Greene’s novel 
A Burnt-Out Case (1960) that de-
scribes a patient suffering from 
exhaustion. It characterises the na-
ture of the threat facing the Medi-
terranean.

Trying to save the environment 
in such a context is a huge chal-
lenge that requires strong-willed 
political leaders.

The optimist will read the WWF 
report as one that gives hope; the 
pessimist will wonder whether we 
will have to wait for a major catas-
trophe to occur off the shore of a 
major wealthy northern town or 
resort to push the European Un-
ion and the leaders of Europe into 
taking bold measures to ensure 
that the Mediterranean space and 
resources are managed in a better 
integrated and more efficient way.

Francis Ghilès is an associate 
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for 
International Affairs.
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Some 90% 
A dead sea turtle is washed up on the beach in the port city of Sidon, southern Lebanon, on January 26th.

Europe backs Egypt’s renewable energy projects
Walid Khadduri

Beirut

S 

everal major Egyptian re-
newable industry projects 
have received significant 
European financing. Egypt 
set very ambitious goals in 

September 2014 to renewable en-
ergy development, including the 
installation of 2,300 megawatts 
(MW) of solar photovoltaic energy 
by 2018 under the Feed-in-Tariff 
(FiT) programme.

This was in addition to a solar 
photovoltaic (PV) tender under 
the country’s build, own, operate 
scheme.

Egypt had 31.45 gigawatts (GW) 
of power capacity at end of 2014. 
Plans are under way to reduce de-
pendency on natural gas by diver-
sifying the power-fuel mix. Renew-
able energy is to account for 12 GW 
— 31% — of the capacity for which 
preliminary agreements have been 
linked.

EBRD lead financier of 
Benban solar energy farm

The European Bank for Recon-
struction and Development (EBRD) 
has allocated up to $500 million for 
2016 to finance Egypt’s solar ener-
gy programme, which aims to build 
2 GW of utility-scale solar power 
generation capacity. The privately 
financed projects are estimated to 
cost around $4 billion and are part 
of a scheme to secure around 20% 
of the country’s power from renew-

able resources by 2020.
The plan is to be generated by ap-

proximately 40 projects, with ap-
proximately 50 MW each. It is part 
of a strategy to increase the coun-
try’s renewable capacity by “mobi-
lising private sector investors”.

Many of the solar projects will 
be on a planned 1.8GW site near 
Benban province, 800 km south 
of Cairo, in Aswan Governorate. 
“The EBRD expects to finance sev-
eral such plants up to $500 million 
and to mobilise up to $1.5 billion in 
debt and equity from other finan-
ciers for these ventures. The total 
project cost is expected to be in the 
region of $4 billion,” the bank said.

Solar projects to attract 
private capital

Egypt’s recent economic reforms 
provide for the development of pri-
vately financed solar plants. EBRD 
has agreed to work with Egyptian 
authorities to provide technical co-
operation during the drawing up of 
the legal and regulatory framework 
for renewable energy. 

The bank has advised on con-
tractual terms of the solar-grid 
code and environmental and social 
due diligence. According to EBRD, 
“Successfully implementing the 
feed-in tariff programme will un-
lock Egypt’s potential by providing 
a regulatory framework that can at-
tract private capital.”

By means of a 25-year Power Pur-
chase Agreement (PPA), the plants 
will be connected to 220 kilovolt 
(kV) high-voltage lines linking As-
wan to Cairo and satisfying the en-

ergy needs of 50,000 families. The 
project will create more than 1,000 
jobs during construction and a fur-
ther 70-80 long-term jobs during 
operation.

European and Egyptian special-
ised firms have expressed interest 
in building renewable energy ca-
pacity in Benban.

Construction by Egyptian 
and European companies

The Italian independent power 
producer (IPP) Building Energy 
signed, on June 29th, a Memoran-
dum of Understanding (MoU) with 
Egypt’s New and Renewable Ener-
gy Authority (NREA) for two solar 
PV plants in Benban.

The $200 million PV project, 

consisting of two 50 MW PV plants, 
was awarded by the Ministry of 
Electricity and Renewable Energy 
through NERA. Each PV plant is ex-
pected to generate around 143 gi-
gawatt hours (GWh) of solar power 
annually. 

Construction is to start in sum-
mer 2016. Building Energy has 
teamed with a local Egyptian part-
ner, SolarShams, a renewable en-
ergy system integrator and local 
project developer.

Egyptian cable producer 
Elsewedy Electric has started de-
veloping a 50 MW PV power plant 
at Benban on land allocated to the 
New and Renewable Energy Au-
thority. The agreement is part of 
Egypt’s FiT programme for solar 
and wind energy projects.

Under the FiT scheme, the New 
and Renewable Energy Authority 
will grant usufruct to the project 
company where the energy gener-
ated from the project is sold to the 
Egyptian Electricity Transmission 
Company (EETC) for $0.1434 per 
kilowatt hour under a 25-year pow-
er purchase agreement generated 
by a Direct PPA Deed with Egypt’s 
Ministry of Finance.

Inauguration of Africa’s 
largest wind farm

Egypt’s New and Renewable En-
ergy Authority (NERA) has also 
pursued development of wind en-
ergy. NERA inaugurated, in late 
2015, a 200 MW wind farm at Gebel 
El Zeit on the Gulf of Suez, the larg-
est of its kind in Africa. 

It was financed by a $207 mil-
lion loan provided by the German 
Development Bank to NERA. The 
Europe Investment Bank lent a fur-
ther euro $54 million and the Euro-
pean Commission $32 million. The 
total cost of the project is approxi-
mately $367 million.

NERA has awarded a $237 mil-
lion turnkey project for another 
Gebel El Zeit wind farm. The 220 
MW project is to be built by Spain’s 
Gamesa for start up in the second 
half of 2017. The Egyptian Elec-
tricity Transmission Company has 
a preliminary deal with London-
based joint venture Lekela Power 
for a 250 MW wind farm in the Gulf 
of Suez area.

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

Solar cells on top of a petrol station outside the capital Cairo.
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Lower crude prices a boon to MENA net importers
Abdel-Rahman Ayas

Beirut

N 

et oil-importing coun-
tries in the Middle 
East and North Africa 
(MENA) seem happy 
with crude prices hav-

ing fallen more than 60% since 
June 2014. The lower prices lessen 
government expenditures on fuel 
subsidies and help ease budget 
deficits, sovereign debts and debt 
servicing.

The sovereign ratings of Arab 
net oil importers — Egypt, Jordan, 
Lebanon and Morocco — are a far 
cry behind those of the highly rat-
ed Gulf Arab oil states but the four 
economies are expected to pick up 
through 2018, economic ratings 
service Standard and Poor’s (S&P) 
said. Egypt, Jordan and Lebanon 
are speculative grade, while Moroc-
co is rated investment grade.

Egypt’s budget for the fiscal year 
2015-16 was cautious about crude 
prices. Although prices fell from 
more than $100 per barrel in June 
2014 to less than $30, Cairo calcu-
lated its budget based on $73.90 per 
barrel for 2014-15 and $75 for the 
current fiscal year.

“The budget deficit fell from 
10.8% of the gross domestic prod-
uct (GDP) in 2014-15 to 8.9% in 
2015-16,” said Marcelle Nasr, an 
Egyptian business writer. “Lower 
oil prices helped the government 
decrease its bill for fuel subsidies 
from $12.8 billion in 2013-14 to $8.9 
billion in 2014-15 and then to $7.8 
billion now.”

The Cairo government’s sav-
ings did not come only from lower 
crude prices as it slightly increased 
prices at fuel outlets, but consum-
ers tolerated the increase. The price 
of 92-octane gasoline rose to 36 
US cents per litre, up 40% from its 
previous price of 24 cents, while 
80-octane gasoline rose to 20 cents 
per litre, up 78%.

Egypt’s external debt dropped 
during the third quarter of 2015 to 
$39.9 billion, Nasr said, down from 
$45.3 billion in the same period in 
2014. “A main factor in the reduc-
tion was an 18% fall in debts to 
Paris Club countries, which reached 
$3.03 billion,” she said.

In Morocco, the budget deficit de-
creased from 4.9% of GDP to 4.3% 
in 2015 and is expected to fall to 
3.5% in 2016, Mohammad al-Sharqi, 
a Moroccan business analyst, said. 
“The public debt stabilised at 64% 
of GDP in 2013 and 2014, dropping 
to 63% in 2015 and due to reach 
60% by 2020.”

From 2008-12, the figure reached 
an annual average of 50%. “But the 
prices of oil and commodities must 
stabilise for a few years at their cur-
rent lows, plus or minus, for Rabat 
to have its debt servicing under 
control,” Sharqi explained. “Debt 
servicing is expected to reach $7 
billion in 2016.”

Lebanese consumers were not 
very lucky. In the absence of sub-
sidies, fuel prices are calculated ac-
cording to a complicated formula 

that makes sure enough revenues 
are channelled into the Treasury.

“When world crude prices fall, 
fuel prices in Lebanon do not fall 
with the same percentage,” a Fi-
nance Ministry source told The 
Arab Weekly. “Consumers benefit 
from part of the decrease only; the 
other part, which they still pay, 
goes to the Treasury.”

Lebanon’s debt is about 163% of 
GDP, not far from 175.1% in Greece, 
the eurozone country suffering the 
most severe fiscal difficulties. “Leb-
anon is much better off with lower 

oil prices but, in any event, we are 
not in a situation as bad as Greece. 
We are servicing our debts on time, 
while the Greeks failed to do so in 
2010 and had to be bailed out by 
the European Union and the Inter-
national Monetary Fund (IMF),” the 
source said.

Jordan’s gain from lower oil pric-
es in 2015 would be only 2 percent-
age points of GDP, the IMF said. 
IMF Director of the Middle East and 
Central Asia Department Masood 
Ahmed said oil prices’ effects on the 
Jordanian budget would be neutral.

“There are some savings to the 
government from transportation 
and cash transfers to the popula-
tion, which are only made when 
oil prices are more than $100 per 
barrel. On the other side, they (the 
government) lose from some of the 

revenues that they get by taxing en-
ergy products,” Ahmed said.

The average inflation rate in Arab 
oil-importing countries is expect-
ed to be 10.7% in 2015 as a whole, 
compared to 12.7% in 2014, a report 
by the Arab Monetary Fund (AMF) 
says, but the figure may jump to 
11.4% if oil prices pick up again.

Stubborn oversupply has been 
haunting the oil industry since 
June 2015 when the Organisation of 
the Oil Exporting Countries (OPEC) 
adopted a “no-cut” policy to de-
fend its market share. The expect-
ed return of Iranian oil into world 
markets in coming weeks is fuel-
ling fears that the global glut will be 
even more bloated.

Abdel-Rahman Ayas is 
a Beirut-based business writer.

Construction work in the area of Dbayeh north of the Lebanese capital, Beirut.

Lebanon’s debt is 
about 163% of GDP, 
not far from 175.1% 
in Greece.

Saudis seek to double foreign investments in ten years

Riyadh

S 

audi Arabia aims to at least 
double annual inflows of 
foreign direct investment 
(FDI) over the next ten 
years by focusing on new 

sectors such as mining, health care 
and information technology, the 
head of its investment agency said.

The plan outlined January 24th 
by Abdullatif al-Othman, governor 
of the Saudi Arabian General Invest-
ment Authority (SAGIA), is part of a 
radical revamp of economic policy 
as the kingdom seeks to adapt to an 
era of cheap oil.

Foreign investment has been 
heavily concentrated in the oil and 
gas sector of the world’s top crude 
exporter, as well as downstream in-
dustries such as petrochemicals.

However, the plunge of oil prices 
over the past 18 months has called 
that strategy into question. Oth-
man said SAGIA was now seeking 
foreign capital in a wide range of 
sectors without direct links to oil.

“If you look at an economy that 
has been able to fetch about $10 bil-
lion a year in the traditional sector… 
we should be looking at multiples 
of that,” he said in an interview.

“So our hope is that we would 
double or triple this level of FDI on 
a rolling average for the next ten 
years.”

SAGIA faces big obstacles. A slug-

gish bureaucracy and an undevel-
oped legal system have deterred 
foreign investment in the past; now 
low oil prices are slowing growth 
of the Saudi economy. Geopoliti-
cal tensions in the region may also 
weigh in.

Inflows of FDI peaked at about 
$40 billion in 2009 but have been 
trending down since then and to-
talled just $8 billion in 2014, figures 
from the UN Conference on Trade 
and Development show.

Othman said SAGIA would seek 
to remove bureaucratic or regulato-
ry obstacles to investment by talk-
ing to foreign firms to identify their 
concerns, then discussing them 
with ministries and other govern-
ment bodies.

The investment push is part of a 
larger economic reform drive con-
ceived by Deputy Crown Prince Mo-
hammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz. 
Details of the programme, which in-
cludes privatisation, changes to the 
way in which Saudi Arabia manages 
its oil wealth and efforts to make 
state spending more efficient, are 
expected to be announced soon.

Initially, mining may prove one 
of the most attractive investment 

areas for foreigners. While the king-
dom has been extensively explored 
for oil and gas, Othman said depos-
its of many other minerals had not 
yet been fully identified. Saudi Ara-
bia is believed to have big deposits 
of phosphate, bauxite, base metals 
and gold.

In a joint venture that could be-
come a model for future projects, 
a local firm, majority state-owned 
Saudi Arabian Mining Company, be-
gan producing copper in December 
at a mine near Medina along with 
Canada’s Barrick Gold Corporation.

Othman said Saudi Arabia aimed 
to move far beyond resource ex-
traction, partly because it needs to 
generate hundreds of thousands 
of jobs for a rapidly growing local 
population.

Last September, the government 
said it would let foreign investors 
own 100% of retail and wholesale 
businesses. Previously, the ceiling 
was 75%. 

Authorities have since received 
expressions of interest from foreign 
retailers, Othman said, declining to 
name them.

Saudi Arabia does not have a ma-
jor domestic automobile industry. 
Othman said authorities were in 
discussions with auto companies, 
especially makers of spare parts 
and firms in the area of buses and 
trucks, but did not identify the 
firms.

This analysis was distributed by 
Reuters.

Abdullatif al-Othman, governor of the Saudi Arabian General 
Investment Authority (SAGIA).

“Our hope is that we 
would double or 
triple this level of 
FDI on a rolling 
average for the next 
ten years.”

Andrew Torchia and Marwa Rashad
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Saudi-backed 
shipping line
resumes Iran 
business

Iraq records 
record oil sales

Kuwait’s 
emir lines up 
subsidies cut

United Arab Shipping Company 
(UASC) is resuming business with 
Iran, despite the deep-seated politi-
cal rivalry between the Islamic Re-
public and Saudi Arabia, one of the 
shipping line’s main shareholders.

Sunni Muslim Saudi Arabia has 
grave reservations about the lifting 
of economic sanctions on its main 
regional rival, with which it cut ties 
in January after its Tehran embassy 
was attacked following Riyadh’s ex-
ecution of a Shia cleric. 

Other Gulf nations that hold 
stakes in UASC also have difficult re-
lations with Iran.

But a source close to the shipping 
line made clear that, for UASC, com-
mercial considerations were more 
important than political difficulties. 
UASC told Reuters it had “started 
accepting shipments to and from 
Iran”.

“Whatever makes sense com-
mercially and whatever benefits 
customers are a priority. That is 
how UASC looks at this matter,” the 
source said. “Qatar and Saudi being 
the largest shareholders in UASC 
clearly do not impact its commercial 
activities.”

UASC is owned by the govern-
ments of the United Arab Emirates, 
Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Qa-
tar and Iraq.
(Reuters)

Iraqi plans to increase oil output 
in 2016 will continue, with exports 
running at record levels in January, 
Iraqi Oil Minister Adel Abdul Mahdi 
said.

Iraq expects output from the 
country’s southern region to in-
crease by as much as 400,000 bar-
rels per day (bpd) in 2016 to more 
than 4 million bpd, Mahdi said.

Iraq will be offering competitive 
prices to market its additional crude 
output, the minister said, adding 
that it has contracts with Chinese 
refineries covering all of 2016.

“Until now, the demand on our oil 
is more than our offer, even with the 
return of Iran.” “Iraqi oil will remain 
cheap for China,” he said. “Our 2016 
term contracts are fully booked.”

The average cost of extraction in 
southern Iraq is about $10 per bar-
rel, he said.
(Reuters)

Kuwaiti Emir Sheikh Sabah al-
Ahmad Al-Sabah said the Gulf coun-
try would cut subsidies on fuel and 
power to offset a fall in oil revenues.

“We will lift subsidies and will 
raise the prices of petrol, electricity 
and water” and reduce other subsi-
dies, the emir was quoted as saying.

Kuwait is the only member of 
the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
that has yet to hike prices of petrol 
and power after income from oil 
plunged.

The government allocated about 
$7 billion in the 2015-16 budget for 
fuel and power subsidies. A simi-
lar amount is earmarked for other 
forms of subsidies and social aid.

The Gulf state posted a budget 
surplus in each of the past 16 years, 
accumulating fiscal reserves in ex-
cess of $600 billion. However, Ku-
wait is projecting a deficit of $23 
billion in the fiscal year that ends 
March 31.
(Agence France-Presse)

BriefsTunisian economy stalls
Francis Ghilès

Barcelona

I 

n December, four eminent 
Tunisians were applauded 
in Norway as they were pre-
sented the Nobel Peace Prize 
for their contributions in 

avoiding civil war and keeping the 
country on the rocky road to de-
mocracy.

The uprising in Tunisia, which 
toppled the Ben Ali regime in 2011, 
sparked revolts across the region. 
While virtually all other countries 
descended into bloody mayhem, 
Tunisia was seen as a bastion of 
hope.

What a difference a few weeks 
make. The newly appointed gov-
ernment of Prime Minister Habib 
Essid has failed to generate any en-
thusiasm that Tunisia’s economy 
will grow and create jobs. Accusa-
tions that President Beji Caid Es-
sebsi is attempting to impose his 
son, Hafedh, as the head of Nidaa 
Tounes, the party he had created in 
2012, are the talk of the town even 
if they have been denied by the 
89-year-old president. The move 
has split Nidaa Tounes and handed 
the Islamist Ennahda the position 
of most important party in the na-
tional assembly.

Political shenanigans are one 
thing, economic recession another. 
Contrary to forecasts of the Cen-
tral Bank of Tunisia and the World 
Bank, a number of Tunisian busi-
nessmen and bankers say the econ-
omy is in recession. Growth in 2016 
is expected to be flat or negative 
and the economy is shedding jobs. 

The acute youth unemployment 
problem has been at the core of 
recent violence that started in Kas-
serine and spread to the rest of the 
country. In the crisis the govern-
ment seemed at a loss as how to 
respond. The last three quarters of 
2015 saw the economy contract or 
post minimal 0.1% growth, which 
is tantamount to stagnation.

One of the government’s most 
prominent critics is Ezzeddine 
Saidane, the former chief execu-

tive officer of private sector bank 
ABC Tunisia. Many of his views 
are shared by the think-tank Cer-
cle Kheireddine and those who 
run the Institut Arabe des Chefs 
d’Entreprises. If Saidane and his 
peers in the business community 
are right, and the leader of the 
powerful Tunisian General Labour 
Union (UGTT) Houcine Abassi 
seems to agree with them, the only 
question worth asking is: What ur-
gent measures are needed to get 
the economy moving?

The first major engine of growth 
— consumption — is foundering. As 
prices of staple foods increase and 
jobs are shed, most Tunisians are 
tightening their belts. Some stud-
ies suggest that as much as half 
of all private consumption comes 
from smuggled goods (the employ-
ers’ federation UTICA speaks of 
more than half the economy be-
ing “informal”), in other words not 
paying taxes.

Flows of petrol and sugar from 
Algeria and a wide variety of con-
sumer goods, drugs and weapons 
from Libya are forcing Tunisian 
factories to close. These flows have 
created two regions in Tunisia — 
from the southern town of Gafsa 
to the Algerian border and from 
Tataouine to the Libyan border — 
where smuggling thrives and offers 
the only means of employment to 
young people.

These are traditionally poor re-
gions that are now getting their 
own back against the coastal re-
gions and Tunis where wealth and 
jobs have traditionally been con-
centrated.

Furthermore, smugglers some-
times operate as jihadi fighters, 
adding to a growing sense of inse-
curity in a country that has been 
the theatre of major terrorist at-
tacks.

Fighting the informal economy 
and devising a regional policy that 
has quick effect is therefore essen-
tial. These factors explain why it 
would be unwise to use higher con-
sumption as an engine of growth.

The current account continues 
to deteriorate and is close to 9% 
of gross domestic product (GDP), 
much higher than what is prudent. 
The balance of trade and services is 
deteriorating despite a reduction of 
importing capital goods. This spells 
a growing foreign debt and the risk 
of Tunisia rescheduling its foreign 
debt for the first time since inde-
pendence in 1956. The country’s 
rating would suffer as would its ca-
pacity to raise loans on favourable 
terms.

The export sector has been saved 
by a bumper olive crop. More 
than $1 billion worth of olive oil 
was shipped abroad in 2015 but 
such miracles occur once in a blue 
moon. Two other economic sectors 
— tourism and phosphates — are 
drags on the economy.

The first has been hard hit by 
terrorist attacks and, as a result, 
more than half Tunisia’s 570 ho-
tels are closed. The knock-on effect 
is huge: 300 travel agencies have 
closed, 80% of tour guides have no 
work and the craft sector and res-
taurant trade are bleeding. Flights 
from Europe have been curtailed as 
nearly two-thirds of European visi-
tors who once could be expected to 
travel to Tunisia are finding other 
destinations.

What the sector needs is a bold 
policy to dispose of the billions of 
dinars of non-performing loans 
that weigh heavily on the balance 
sheets of STB and other Tunisian 
banks, tying up precious funds 
that could be used to help younger 
Tunisians set up in business.

Such loans could be “parked” 
in a specially created financial 
instrument and, as their price is 
discounted, could allow owners 
who are effectively bankrupt to 
sell their hotels. Many hotels were 
built in the 1990s and 2000s in a 
wave of speculation by people who 
had no inclination to be serious 
managers. They should be offered 
an honourable exit. The Ministry 
of Tourism has taken measures to 
ensure many hotel employees get a 
minimum amount of financial help 
but such measures are short-term 
palliatives.

A fundamental restructuring 
of the sector is needed so is con-
fidence in the security measures 
taken since the 2015 terrorist inci-
dents

Production of phosphates, a ma-
jor sector, languishes at one-third 
of its previous level of 8.3 million 
tonnes a year as the social crisis 
in the mining region of Metlaoui 

shows no sign of abating and Tu-
nisia loses export market share for 
phosphoric acid and fertilisers.

The crisis in the phosphate re-
gion has deep roots and must be 
addressed in all its complexity. The 
state has an obligation to clean up 
industrial pollution in the region 
and improve labour conditions. 
The Compagnie des Phosphates 
de Gafsa and the Group Chimique 
Tunisien are run by civil servants 
who may be competent but sim-
ply do not have the political and 
managerial nous to face up to such 
a challenge. Only a strong govern-
ment deciding to pull the sector 
out of its doldrums might do the 
trick.

Saidane argues investment is, 
in the absence of consumption 
and exports, the lever to get the 
economy moving. How is this to 
be done when 45% of the budget 
is earmarked for civil service pay? 
The $1.4 billion Tunisia borrowed 
from abroad in 2015 will be used to 
pay the civil servants.

Investment represents approxi-
mately 15% of GDP, well below the 
25% that was the norm before 2011. 
Even at such paltry levels, the gov-
ernment only manages to disburse 
40% of the sums earmarked for in-
vestment.

The government is failing in its 
duty to use public investment as 
the key tool of economic policy. If 
the state does not invest, nor will 
the private sector and foreign in-
vestors will walk away.

People cannot live on free speech 
alone. They need bread. If the so-
cial situation continues to dete-
riorate and the government dares 
not tackle the difficult — but by no 
means impossible — challenges the 
economy faces head-on, a major 
political crisis is inevitable.

The political turmoil that has en-
gulfed Nidaa Tounes, the absence 
of an economic policy worthy of 
the name — and in this respect the 
Islamists have nothing to contrib-
ute — all spell trouble. The West 
will no doubt continue to pledge 
financial support for Tunisia and 
help the country in its fight against 
terrorism but it is up to the Tuni-
sian people to sort out their prob-
lems.

A site of phosphate production in Metlaoui, in Tunisia’s Gafsa governorate.

Fighting the 
informal economy 
and devising a 
regional policy that 
has quick effect is 
therefore essential.

The crisis in the 
phosphate region 
has deep roots and 
must be addressed 
in all its complexity.

80%
of tour guides have 
no work and the 
craft sector and 
restaurant trade are 
bleeding.
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Dubai biomedical centre breaks new ground

Dubai

S 

ince its inception in April 
2013, Dubai-based Al Jal-
ila Foundation, a global 
philanthropic organisa-
tion, has been investing 

in health care, medical education 
and research in line with the United 
Arab Emirates’ seven-year national 
agenda that places special focus on 
health care and education as its core 
pillars.

Al Jalila Foundation Research 
Centre, in Dubai Healthcare City, is 
to open in 2017 to enhance region-
ally relevant medical innovation 
produced by local biomedical re-
searchers.

It will be the UAE’s first independ-
ent multidisciplinary biomedical re-
search centre and will focus on five 
of the most pressing regional health 
challenges: cancer, cardiovascu-
lar diseases, diabetes, obesity and 
mental health.

“We believe that the establish-
ment of a dedicated medical re-
search centre will help boost sus-
tainability in health care. The 
research will be from molecular and 
cellular to translational and clini-

cal. Taking scientific solutions from 
bench to bedside to ultimately im-
prove the quality of patients’ lives,” 
said Professor Sehamuddin Gala-
dari, academic and research adviser 
of Al Jalila Foundation.

“Cultivating a cutting-edge envi-
ronment for science, medicine and 
biomedical research to flourish in 
the UAE is at the heart of Al Jalila 
Foundation’s mission. We strive to 
develop home-grown leaders to pro-
duce preventative medical research 
prevalent in the region, in areas of 
cancer, diabetes, cardiovascular dis-
eases, obesity and mental health.”

The $54.4 million research centre 
is fully funded by Al Jalila Founda-
tion and will have an independent 

governance structure and board 
of scientific advisers. It will be lo-
cated between the Mohammed Bin 
Rashid Academic Medical Centre 
and Mohammed Bin Rashid Univer-
sity Hospital to enhance collabora-
tion between the academic, health 
care and scientific community.

“We are proud to play our part in 
helping the UAE become the world’s 
best nation by 2021 by injecting in-
novation in the spheres of health, 
education and philanthropy,” said 
Raja Easa Saleh al-Gurg, member 
of the board of trustees and chair-
woman of the board of directors in 
the foundation.

“Al Jalila Foundation has amassed 
significant support from philan-
thropists, business leaders and 
members of the community who 
have lent their hearts, voices and 
financial support to medical re-
search — a testament to the gener-
osity, commitment and support of 
the people in the UAE,” noted Dr 
Abdulkareem Sultan al-Olama, the 
foundation’s chief executive officer.

“The social and economic impact 
of what we are looking to achieve is 
immeasurable for the future health 
and sustainability of our nation. 
We are committed to lead the way 
and we could not have made it this 
far without our supporters and do-
nors.” Olama said.

When opened, the centre will col-
laborate with international research 
institutions to nurture local bio-
medical researchers and introduce 
best practices in the region.

A central policy of the foundation 
has been to create a sustainable re-
search platform in the UAE by de-
veloping national resources and ca-
pabilities on par with international 
standards.

The foundation in 2015 launched 
its first international scholarship 
programme in partnership with 
Harvard Medical School (HMS), as 
part of its commitment to encour-
age medical professionals to pursue 
training in global health delivery to 
contribute to the nation’s quality of 
health care.

The two-year master’s of medi-
cal sciences in global health deliv-

ery degree programme includes a 
HMS-based curriculum followed by 
a nine-month mentored research 
project in the UAE.

“We are seeing great enthusiasm 
and a genuine interest in science 
from young and aspiring research-
ers and scientists. To fulfil their am-
bition, we offer a number of fund-
ing schemes, including seed grants 
and international fellowships,” said 
Galadari.

He said he hopes the centre will 
propel health care and science re-
search.

“It will be the centre where young 
students will be trained; where 
postdoctoral fellows will build their 
careers and where schoolchildren 
will come to be enchanted with sci-
ence. It will be a centre to inspire 
imagination and creativity that sees 
no boundaries; a centre that with 
the right environment and support 
will flourish to bear the fruits of sci-
ence,” he added.

Al Jalila Foundation is positioning 
the research centre as the corner-
stone for biotechnological and in-
novation industrial spinoffs as well 
as attracting biopharmaceuticals 
and research companies looking to 
expand into the region.

“At Al Jalila Foundation we be-
lieve that science has no borders 

and will flourish through global 
collaboration, knowledge transfer 
and continuous innovation. Our 
vision is to develop a world-class 
medical research centre that will 
deliver world-class medical break-
throughs,” Galadari said.

In November 2015, Al Jalila Foun-
dation and Dubai SME, the agency 
of the Department of Economic 
Development (DED), launched the 
Al Jalila Foundation Healthcare In-
novation Centre (in2Hc), the UAE’s 
first health care incubator.

The in2Hc aims to enable aspir-
ing Emirati doctors from a number 
of specialties to start their medical 
practice by providing them with the 
required resources and support, in-
cluding funding, facilities and men-
toring.

“We are delighted to support 
aspiring Emirati physicians to be-
come the medical entrepreneurs of 
tomorrow; in2Hc offers a one-stop-
shop of medical facilities and sup-
port services, including access to 
medical and business expertise, so 
that physicians can focus on build-
ing their medical practice,” Olama 
said.

N.P. Krishna Kumar is a
Dubai-based contributor to The 
Arab Weekly.

N.P. Krishna Kumar

Al Jalila Foundation Research Centre

Dr Abdulkareem Sultan al-OlamaProfessor Sehamuddin GaladariAl Jalila 
Foundation 
Research Centre will 
focus on five of the 
most pressing 
regional health 
challenges: cancer, 
cardiovascular 
diseases, diabetes, 
obesity and mental 
health.

Jeddah

F 

emale pre-med and nurs-
ing students at the King 
Saud bin Abdulaziz Uni-
versity for Health Sciences 
spend classroom time lis-

tening to professors’ lectures while 
surreptitiously going over their 
notes for the next class.

They are the new breed of health 
care students: conscientious, ambi-
tious and allergic to wasting time. 
Female pre-med and nursing stu-
dents of 2016 are a sharp contrast to 
women a decade ago who shunned 
nursing, which was deemed shame-
ful because of the proximity to male 
patients.

Today, Saudi women with a 
broader worldview are turning to 
the medical field in increasing num-
bers to take advantage of good sala-
ries and a chance at independence.

The Saudi Ministry of the Na-
tional Guard and the Education 
Ministry have embarked on an am-
bitious programme to establish a 
Western model of high academic 
medical training standards to boost 
the numbers of Saudis graduating 
with bachelor’s degrees in nursing 
and medicine.

It’s not an easy task. Only 812 

Saudi nurses graduated from pri-
vate and government universities in 
2014. Saudi Arabia requires at least 
7,000 nurses each year to fill the 
needs of government and private 
hospitals, according to the consul-
tancy firm McKinsey and Company. 
An estimated 82% of the doctors 
and 74% of the nurses are foreign-
ers, McKinsey said. There are 16 
physicians and 36 nurses per 10,000 
people in Saudi Arabia, far lower 
than 30 doctors and 58 nurses per 
10,000 in neighbouring Bahrain.

Dr Taqwa Omar, dean of the 
Saudi National Guard’s College of 
Nursing, said Saudi Arabia has 26 
government nursing colleges and 
21 private institutions. However, 
student admissions are limited be-
cause colleges lack the faculty to 
teach. Only three of the 47 colleges 
have teaching hospitals.

“We are struggling to recruit fac-
ulty,” Omar said.

Health care officials must con-
tend with these challenges against 
the backdrop of the recently an-
nounced government fiscal auster-
ity programme and the intention to 
privatise hospitals to reduce gov-
ernment expenditures on health.

Expat doctors and nurses are fill-
ing the kingdom’s health care ranks 
at a time when there is a significant 
demand for more hospital beds due 
to a sharp increase in cases of heart 
disease and diabetes stemming 
from an obesity rate twice the aver-
age of other countries.

“The problem in Saudi Arabia is 
that they have been training nurses 
for some time but they are not fill-
ing the needs,” said Helen Ziegler 
of Helen Ziegler and Associates, a 
Toronto recruiting company that 

sends medical professionals to for-
eign countries.

Ziegler said recruitment agencies 
can’t meet the demand for Western-
trained nurses and doctors in Saudi 
Arabia.  “Hospitals want very specif-
ic people and want people to work 
in (the emergency room),” Ziegler 
said. “We send about 120 nurses 
from North America to Saudi Arabia 
every year.

“The salary is good at about 
$60,000 a year. It’s tax-free and 
some hospitals offer up to seven 
calendar weeks off each year. Many 

people go over there for five, six, 
seven years.”

To reverse the trend of hiring 
foreign nurses, Saudi government 
universities have pushed for higher 
academic standards that require 
fluency in English and at least a 
bachelor’s of arts or science degree 
instead of a simple diploma.

The National Guard has estab-
lished a two-year pre-professional 
programme that introduces English 
and basic science courses to nursing 
students before they go on to nurs-
ing and medicine curriculum. The 

programme is especially vital for 
Saudi students educated in public 
schools where rote learning is the 
method of teaching and English-
speaking skills may be mediocre.

“We try to change the learning 
process and we want them now to 
be more critical thinkers,” Omar 
said.

There is less societal pressure on 
Saudi women to take nursing jobs. 
An estimated 60% of Saudi univer-
sity graduates are women and have 
the potential to earn significant sal-
aries. But higher academic stand-
ards and competition with expats 
have added considerably more pro-
fessional pressure.

One Jeddah university professor 
who teaches in the medical field 
said nursing interns tend to fall into 
two categories: One who wants a 
career but remains unsure how her 
job fits socially; they worry that a 
potential husband would balk at 
marriage if she works 12-hour night 
shifts. The other is enthusiastic and 
wants to pursue further education 
to specialise in one area or engage in 
research. Those nurses often strug-
gle working under foreign supervi-
sors who are not always helpful in 
training.

“Some expat nurses feel the Sau-
dis may take their job away from 
them,” the professor said.

Omar said she is confident that 
Saudi Arabia will fill 75% of the 
medical positions with Saudis. 
“We can accomplish a reversal in 
the Saudi versus expat ratio,” Omar 
said. “It’s coming, but we just need 
time.”

Rob L. Wagner is an Arab Weekly 
contributor based in Saudi Arabia.

Medical staff shortages spur Saudis to act
Rob L. Wagner

Saudi medical staff leave the emergency department at a Riyadh 
hospital.

Saudi Arabia 
requires at least 
7,000 nurses each 
year to fill the needs 
of government and 
private hospitals.
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Egypt’s poor suffer in silence
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

T 

he narrow alleyways in-
side the walled southern 
Cairo tomb compound 
where Abdullah Salah has 
made his home for almost 

20 years were calm and peaceful. 
However, this is the kind of calm 
that reminds the 50-year-old of the 
unfortunate nature of his life and 
his unfulfilled dreams.

“I have always dreamed of liv-
ing in an apartment building in one 
of the neighbourhoods of this city 
like all other people,” said Salah, 
a minivan driver. “But I have to 
choose between either feeding my 
three children and paying for their 
schools or paying the rent.”

According to unofficial estimates, 
some 5 million Egyptians have 
chosen, because of tough circum-
stances, to live in cemeteries due to 
high housing prices, Egypt’s urban 
crush and overcrowding. Another 
large number of people live on the 
streets in makeshift homes and un-
der bridges or in sprawling slums. 
This is a strong indicator of ram-
pant poverty throughout Egypt.

In 2015, 26.3% of Egypt’s popula-
tion was considered poor, accord-
ing to the state-run Central Agency 
for Public Mobilisation and Statis-
tics (CAPMAS), which said recently 
that poverty was especially high 
in the southern provinces, where 
almost 50% of residents qualify as 
being “poor”.

Economists attribute Egypt’s 
“persistent” poverty to misguided 
economic policies, the lack of in-
vestment and unequal distribution 

of wealth.
“Reducing poverty rates will be 

this or any future government’s 
most difficult task,” said Mukhtar 
Sherif, an economics professor 
from al-Azhar University. “This 
is particularly so, given the slow 
growth of the economy, the lack of 
investment and the presence of an 
endless line of jobless people whom 
the government needs to employ to 
reduce poverty.”

In 2013, the Egyptian economy 
grew less than 2%, which meant the 
government was not able to spend 
enough on social welfare and pov-
erty-reduction programmes.

In 2014 and 2015, the economy 
picked up, stimulated by improving 
security and political conditions, 
reaching a growth rate of almost 
4%, even as unemployment re-
mained at 12.9% of the workforce of 
26 million.

A strengthening economy has 
helped the government allocate 
about $12.5 billion to social welfare 
programmes in the 2015-16 budget, 
a fraction of the amount earmarked 
for such programmes in previous 
budgets.

One of the programmes, accord-
ing to Assistant Social Solidarity 
Minister Neveen al-Kabag, seeks to 

offer the necessary financial pro-
tection to economically disadvan-
taged families.

“These are families whose mem-
bers cannot either be part of the job 
market or have a stable source of 
income,” Kabag said. “They include 
families supported by disabled citi-
zens and others whose main bread-
winners are too old to work and 
earn a living.”

More than 450,000 families have 
applied to the programme, known 
as Solidarity, Kabag said. Other 
government programmes seek to 
empower the poor by helping them 
start small businesses and become 
financially independent.

Hundreds of non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) and charities 
race to keep up with the number 
of people in need. One is Orman, a 
charity that has been helping poor 
citizens since 1993.

In 2015, Orman distributed more 
than 3,600 cows to villagers so they 
could start milk production; paid 
for open-heart surgeries of more 
than 12,000 people; bought more 
than 12,000 kiosks for unemployed 
youths, where they can sell sweets 
and newspapers; and offered long-
term, no-interest loans to thou-
sands of people, according to char-
ity Deputy Chairman Mahmoud 
Fouad.

“We try to offer a helping hand 

in the fight against poverty,” Fouad 
said. “Our aim is to turn these poor 
citizens into a productive force that 
can be a good addition to the econ-
omy.”

As important as the charitable 
help is, economists such as Mukhtar 
say, drastic and well-calculated 
economic governmental measures 
are needed to address poverty.

“This can actually be done by 
encouraging investments, tak-
ing measures to reduce consumer 
inflation and price hikes and also 
rethinking the subsidy policy to 
ensure that subsidies reach the 
needy,” Mukhtar said.

But the millions of Egyptians liv-
ing in cemeteries seem to be off the 
radar of government or civil society.

At a daily income of less than 
$6.20, Salah can hardly feed his 
three children and pay for school-
ing.

Inside his mausoleum-cum-
home, life is simple. His mother sat 
on the floor inside a roofless room, 
a tomb at its middle, and cooked 
food on a small kerosene stove.

Here, televisions are unheard of, 
refrigerators are an unaffordable 
luxury and woven plastic floor car-
pets turn into beds, even during the 
biting-cold weather.

Fed up with this austere and mor-
bid life, Salah’s wife fled a few years 
ago, leaving him, his mother and 
the children behind.

“She could not live by the dead 
like we do now,” Salah said. “I 
would have lived a better life if I 
could but this is totally out of my 
hands.”

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

The millions of 
Egyptians living in 
cemeteries seem to 
be off the radar of 
government or civil 
society.

A man sleeps between tombstones in front of his single-room 
home on a hot night in the Cairo Necropolis.

Lebanon slides into poverty
Economic stagnation and refugee crisis contribute to country’s woes

Omar Ibrahim

Tripoli, Lebanon

K 

haled Taleb goes to the 
fruit and vegetable mar-
ket every day to collect 
whatever produce is 
discarded by vendors or 

thrown into bins for being dam-
aged and considered unworthy of 
sale.

“I usually wait for the lorries 
to complete the unloading of the 
merchandise, some of which is 
spoiled and thrown away,” said 
Taleb, a 54-year-old father of four. 
“I choose the least rotten to take 
home to my family.”

A resident of the poverty-strick-
en district of Bab al-Tabbaneh in 
Lebanon’s northern city of Tripoli, 
Taleb has been unemployed for 
years, surviving on charity and beg-
ging. His home in the dense, poor 
district consists of a single room 
with a small kitchen and bathroom 
he shares with his wife and four 
daughters. One daughter suffers 
from acute diabetes and lost her 
eyesight due to lack of treatment.

Rain leaks through cracks in the 
wall, often inundating the apart-
ment. “I cannot afford to fix the 
cracks,” Taleb said, “and when 
there is heavy rain, water trick-
les down from the ceiling into the 
kitchen and through the walls. In 
one instance, the room where we 
sleep on mattresses right on the 
floor was inundated and we had to 
spend the night on the stairs.”

While such living conditions 
are not supposed to prevail in a 

middle-income country like Leba-
non, the latest official statistics 
(2011) indicate that about 28.5% of 
Lebanon’s population of 4.1 million 
lives under the upper poverty line 
of $4 per person a day. Another 8% 
of the population lives in extreme 
poverty at less than $2 per person 
a day and are unable to meet their 
most basic needs.

The influx of refugees fleeing the 
Syrian war have further strained 
Lebanon’s resources. Nearly 90% 
of the refugees are concentrated in 
poor neighbourhoods.

Some areas of Lebanon have be-
come overpopulated with the pop-
ulation of some towns in the east-
ern Bekaa valley and in the north 
doubling. The refugees, mostly 
unskilled and lacking the means 
to survive, compete with the Leba-
nese poor over scarce jobs, creating 
tensions with host communities.

Tripoli, the country’s second 
largest city, and adjacent Minieh in 
addition to Akkar in northern Leb-
anon are considered the most dis-
advantaged. According to a recent 
study prepared by the Ministry of 
Social Affairs, together with the 
UN Economic and Social Commis-
sion for Western Asia (ESCWA) and 
the UN Development Programme 
(UNDP), up to 57% of families in 
Tripoli are “impoverished”; 26% 
are “in extreme poverty”. Those 
people are mainly in Bab al-Tab-
baneh and Jabal Mohsen.

Abu Ahmad, another resident of 
Bab al-Tabbaneh, has been with-
out a job for almost two years since 
fighting between his Sunni neigh-

bourhood and the Alawite Jabal 
Mohsen stopped. The neighbour-
ing districts, which supported op-
posite sides of the Syrian conflict, 
had intermittent clashes from 
2006-14, damaging already poor 
infrastructure and housing.

“I was getting a daily wage of 
20,000 Lebanese pounds ($13) for 
firing seven to eight rocket-pro-
pelled grenades at Jabal Moshsen,” 
said a 36-year-old ex-fighter who 
asked to be identified as Abu Ah-
mad.

“After the battles ended, income 
stopped. Now I can hardly feed my 
family or buy milk for my son… [It 
is frustrating] when I think that 
I used to fire rockets worth $800 
every day,” he said.

Home to some 800,000 people, 
Tripoli is regarded as a reservoir 
of poor people that political par-
ties, groups and politicians can tap 

when they need to go to battle.
The two rival neighbourhoods 

are among the most poverty-strick-
en in Lebanon. Illiteracy, unem-
ployment and population density 
are all high. Basic needs such as 
electricity, running water, health-
care and security are not met as a 
result of decades of marginalisa-
tion and neglect by the govern-
ment.

This leaves many of the Tripoli’s 
destitute citizens at the mercy of 
charities belonging to the political 
powerbrokers, including former 
prime ministers Saad Hariri and 
Najib Mikati, both billionaires, who 
dispense free services in return for 
political support.

To improve the alarmingly de-
teriorating living conditions of the 
most vulnerable populations, the 
Lebanese government launched 
the National Poverty Targeting 

Programme (NPTP), under which 
households identified as “the poor-
est of the poor” received monthly 
cash assistance of $60-$90, hardly 
sufficient to meet basic needs.

Activist Layla Ghamrawi, who 
works with one of the many social 
welfare associations in Tripoli, said 
the magnitude of poverty wors-
ened by economic stagnation, 
volatile security and the influx of 
refugees.

“The conditions in overpopu-
lated poor districts are miserable. 
Some households can hardly feed 
themselves. They live in small 
rooms lacking the minimum health 
requirements. The scope of pov-
erty is gigantic, it requires the sup-
port of a state, not mere social as-
sociations,” Ghamrawi said.

Omar Ibrahim is a reporter based 
in northern Lebanon.

A child outside her home in impoverished Bab al-Tabbaneh quarter in Tripoli, northern Lebanon.

Home to some 
800,000 people, 
Tripoli is regarded 
as a reservoir of poor 
people.

of the refugees are 
concentrated in poor 
neighbourhoods.

Nearly 90%



22 January 29, 2016

Culture

Egypt unveils rare whale fossil museum
Wadi Al-Hitan, Egypt

E 

gypt has unveiled what it 
said is the Middle East’s 
first museum dedicated to 
fossils that showcases an 
early form of whales, now 

extinct and known as the “walking 
whale”.

The January 15th unveiling was 
part of government efforts to re-
store confidence and attract much-
needed tourists, who are choos-
ing destinations other than Egypt 
because of militant attacks in the 
country.

Security was tight as media toured 
the new museum at the Valley of the 
Whales, about 170km south-west 
of Cairo. Dozens of heavily armed 
military officers in black balaclavas 
stood guard alongside plain-clothes 
policemen, poorly disguised in 
Bedouin costumes short enough to 
reveal uniforms underneath.

Egypt’s tourist numbers have fall-
en sharply since the 2011 popular 
uprising ousted long-time autocrat 
Hosni Mubarak. A long-running Is-
lamic insurgency in the Sinai penin-
sula intensified after the 2013 over-
throw by the military of Mubarak’s 
successor, Islamist president Mu-
hammad Morsi, worsening tourism 
woes.

Egypt’s tourism industry was fur-

ther shattered by the bombing of a 
Russian airliner over Sinai last Octo-
ber, killing all 224 people on board. 
The Islamic State (ISIS) claimed re-
sponsibility for the attack.

The construction of the Fossils 
and Climate Change Museum was 
helped by a $2.2 billion grant from 
Italy.

The sand-coloured, dome-shaped 
museum is barely discernible in the 
breathtaking desert landscape that 
stretches all around.

“When you build something 
somewhere so beautiful and 
unique, it has to blend in with its 
surrounding… or it would be a 
crime against nature,” museum ar-
chitect Gabriel Mikhail said, point-
ing to the surrounding sand dunes.

“We are confident visitors will 
come,” he added, smiling.

The museum centrepiece is an 
intact, 37 million-year-old, 20-me-
tre-long skeleton of a legged form 
of whale that testifies to how mod-
ern-day whales evolved from land 
mammals.

The Valley of the Whales museum 
also houses prehistoric tools used 
by early humans and various whale 
fossils exhibited in glass cases cor-
roborating the evolutionary transi-
tion of the early whales from land 
to water creatures.

Environment Minister Khaled 
Fahmy cautioned, however, against 
interpreting the museum’s opening 
as a “full endorsement of the theory 
of evolution”, which conflicts with 
Islam.

“That is an entirely different mat-
ter,” he said. “We are still tied to our 
Islamic belief system.”
(The Associated Press)

Fossilised whale bones are on display outside the Wadi Al-Hitan Fossils, on opening day, in the 
Fayoum oasis, on January 14th.

The construction of 
the Fossils and 
Climate Change 
Museum was helped 
by a $2.2 billion 
grant from Italy.

‘Islamic Netflix’ 
seeks positive 
representation 
of Muslims
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

A 

lchemiya, an emerg-
ing video-on-demand 
service that has been 
likened to an “Islamic 
Netflix”, is seeking to 

do the seemingly impossible: por-
tray Islam and Muslims in a posi-
tive light. In the era of the Islamic 
State (ISIS), of global terrorism and 
Middle East chaos, that is easier 
said than done.

“This project is a chance to pre-
sent a side of Islam and Muslims 
that is widely unknown and inject 
a dose of positivity, with uplifting, 
heart-warming content,” Alchemi-
ya’s manifesto promises. Less than 
one year into the endeavour, and 
gearing up for the channel’s sec-
ond phase, this is a philosophy 
that remains at the heart of Al-
chemiya.

“That’s a choice we took very 
early on. We think there is plen-
ty of content about extremism 
and terrorism around. What we 
are concentrating on is the gap 
— where are those amazing films 
about Islamic culture and civili-
sation?” Alchemiya founder and 
Chief Executive Officer Navid 

Akhtar asked.
There is not just a dearth of con-

tent about Islamic history, that en-
compasses contemporary issues 
as well, he said. “We’ve made a 
conscious choice to look at what’s 
working, what’s succeeding [in the 
Islamic world] in terms of creativ-
ity, business and social change.”

Alchemiya is far from a one-man 
show. Akhtar has been joined by 
well-known British broadcaster, 
politician and imam Ajmal Mas-
roor among others — Muslims and 
non-Muslims — who are seeking to 
put forward a more positive, more 
realistic image of Islam than the 
one depicted on the nightly news.

“I believe something very sim-
ple: We should all be involved in 
informing people, inspiring peo-
ple and influencing change. 

Let’s start those changes from 
within. If the core of our being 
changes, the world will change. 
And that’s what we are talking 
about when we talk about Al-
chemiya,” Masroor said.

Alchemiya, a successful ex-
ample of crowd-funding, has 52 
documentaries on offer. Soon that 
number will be closer to 500 as the 
service expands and reaches new 
subscribers in new ways.

“That’s where the next expan-
sion comes. In addition to in-
creasing the amount of content 
on the platform, we’re looking at 
facilitating how subscribers can 
watch. We’re looking at things like 
Chromecast, Apple TV, iOS, An-
droid apps and probably Samsung 
Smart Hub,” Akhtar said.

As for whom Alchemiya is look-
ing to target, it is clear the service 
has done its homework.

“When we started to do research 

we had a hunch about who our 
customers would be and that is 
when we came up with the term 
Global Urban Muslim. The Global 
Urban Muslim is in about 19 coun-
tries across the world, from Syd-
ney, Jakarta and Kuala Lumpur to 
Abu Dhabi, Dubai and Istanbul to 
Berlin, Munich, London, as well as 
Toronto, New York and Los Ange-
les,” Akhtar said.

“They [Global Urban Muslims] 
are quite highly educated. They 
travel a lot. They may have been 
born in the East or live in the 
West… [but] they don’t really see 
themselves as Eastern or Western. 
They move very comfortably be-
tween these two spaces. They’re 
not really religious with a capital 
‘r’; they’re more spiritual,” he said.

“They don’t want programmes 
that are going to tell them how to 
practice Islam. 

What they want is programmes 
that celebrate aspects of the faith 
and particularly cultural aspects of 
Islam,” Akhtar added.

Akhtar has 25 years’ experience 
in television to draw on, including 

stints at the BBC and Channel 4. 
His background is in the arts, his-
tory and culture — not news. He 
has produced documentaries on 
the haj, on Ramadan and on Mus-
lims in Spain. It is content such as 
this that Alchemiya hopes to pro-
cure the rights to and produce it-
self.

“One of the most watched [doc-
umentaries] on the channel is The 
Muslim Traveller’s Guide to Grana-
da, which looks at the things you 
should visit if you were to travel 
to the city of Granada in Spain,” he 
said.

Other available documentaries 
include Goal Dreams about the 
Palestinian national football team; 

Talking Through Walls, about one 
man’s mission to build a mosque in 
suburban America; as well as films 
looking at Afghan skateboarders 
and a call-to-prayer competition.

“But we are looking predomi-
nately to find talents that we can 
commission and give them the op-
portunity to go out and make con-
tent for us,” Akhtar said. “We’ve 
already found a lot of producers 
who we know but we also have 
come across new producers from 
everything from Pakistan to Tur-
key to Cairo.”

As for the Netflix comparison, 
Akhtar laughs. “Yes, we had a bit 
of a joke in the office about that,” 
but he says that he does not dis-
courage the media-friendly term.

“When you say ‘Netflix’ people 
immediately understand that you 
can go online and watch content 
so it helps us in that way,” he said. 
“But at some point we’re looking 
to just be Alchemiya and for peo-
ple to understand what it means. 
So as the brand develops we don’t 
have a problem with that compari-
son.”

“This project is a 
chance to present a 
side of Islam and 
Muslims that is 
widely unknown and 
inject a dose of 
positivity.”

Company catalogue

“ What we are 
concentrating on is 
the gap — where are 
those amazing films 
about Islamic 
culture and 
civilisation?”



23January 29, 2016

Culture

Jumana Manna’s first solo UK exhibition
Karen Dabrowska

London

P 

alestinian artist Jumana 
Manna’s combination of 
unique sculptures and a 
70-minute feature film — 
A magical substance flows 

into me — at her first solo UK exhi-
bition was designed to show that 
music and radio waves “transcend 
Palestine’s artificial borders”.

East London’s spacious Chisen-
hale Gallery was an ideal venue for 
Manna’s multimedia exhibition. 
Visitors watched the film about the 
musical traditions of diverse com-
munities in and around Jerusalem, 
while seated on trellis-like wooden 
steps, which formed part of the 
sculptural installation of hollow 
plaster forms resembling discard-
ed, vessel-like artefacts.

The inspiration for the film came 
from the broadcasts of Robert Lach-
mann mentioned in the memoirs 
of a Palestinian musician, Wasif 
Jawhariyyeh, which Manna read 
while researching another project 
on Jerusalem and Los Angeles as 
two “promised lands”.

“Lachmann wanted Arabic mu-
sic to remain pure and free from 
Western influence. Jawhariyyeh 
thought that the only way to pre-
serve tradition was to write it down 
and that notation could be a tool for 
progress,” Manna said.

Lachmann, a German Jew who 
arrived in Palestine from Berlin in 
1935, following the Nazis’ rise to 
power, wanted to set up an archive 
and department of Oriental Music 
in Jerusalem’s Hebrew University.

In the 1930s, he made a series 
of Oriental Music radio broadcasts 
for the Palestine Broadcasting Ser-
vice established under the British 
Mandate, featuring field record-
ings of musical performances by 

the “Oriental groups” in Palestine, 
comprising both Palestinians and 
Eastern Jews.

Manna revisited the communi-
ties– including Kurdish, Moroccan 
and Yemenite Jews, Samaritans, 
members of urban and rural Pales-
tinian communities, Bedouins and 
Coptic Christians — that Lachmann 
had studied, replaying his record-
ings and making recordings of her 
own.

Revisiting Lachmann’s project 
provided a methodology to ex-
plore the complex and fragment-
ed history of her hometown. “I 
chose not to emphasise borders, 
in terms of what is Palestinian ter-
ritory and what is Israel given that 
Lachmann’s radio programme took 
place before the partition of Pales-
tine,” Manna said in an interview 
posted on the Chisenhale website.

“I thought of Lachmann’s pro-
gramme as radio waves spilling out 
across a territory. In a sense, when 
making the film, I physically fol-
lowed those waves. I followed the 
path of Lachmann’s research, per-
forming the radio waves as I trav-
elled to the different parts of the 
country bringing the recordings 
on my smart phone to where these 
groups live — even more segregated 
today than before.”

Her encounters with musicians 
are interspersed with scenes staged 
in her family home in East Jerusa-
lem. By positioning herself along-
side the musicians, Manna includes 
her own subjectivity within the his-
torical narratives she portrays.

“In this way, the structure of 
the work expresses both the loss 
of the political space — historical 
Palestine — but also my effort to 
retrieve it,” she said in the posted 
interview. “This paradigm of parti-
tion, the two-state solution that is 
still the prevalent one for Israel and 
Palestine, is no longer realistic or 
appropriate. … Part of the decision 
to ignore borders in the film is also 
part of my interest in a long-term, 
one-state solution.”

“Lachmann realised that from a 
scholarly perspective, the distinc-
tion between Arab and Jew, which 
was already ubiquitous in Jeru-
salem at that time, was false and 

detrimental to the study of Oriental 
music,” Manna said in other com-
ments on the gallery website.

The installations, examples of 
Modernist architecture, on display 
in conjunction with the film are 
fascinating abstractions combin-
ing the vulgar and the precious and 
leaving their meaning and interpre-
tation to the viewer.

Manna said the title of the film 
was influenced by a chapter in Mi-
chael Taussig’s book What Color 
is Sacred. The chapter is called A 
beautiful blue substance flows inside 
me and describes the experience 
of two philosophers under the ef-
fect of a Colombian hallucinogenic 

brew.
“Both colour and sound move 

through time and are similarly 
at once authentic and deceitful,” 
Manna said in the Chisenhale in-
terview. “They are mediums that 
connect to the vibratory quality of 
being and mediums that encoun-
ter us, in a way that doesn’t always 
give us the possibility to control 
their entry into our bodies and our 
psyche.

“Historically, the scales of Ori-
ental music were based upon a 
cosmological system, with consid-
eration of seasons and times of the 
day. The scales are thought to have 
a real impact on our bodies and hu-

man temperaments.”
Manna, who lives in Berlin and 

Jerusalem, received the A.M. Qat-
tan Foundation’s Young Palestinian 
Artist Award in 2012. Her selected 
exhibitions include After cinema, 
Beirut Art Centre; Doubt of the Stage 
Prompter, Edit-Russ Haus für Medi-
enkunst, Germany (2015); Menace 
of Origins, Sculpture Center, New 
York (2014); The Goodness Regime, 
Kunsthall Oslo; and Kunstlerhaus 
Bethanien, Berlin (both 2013).

Karen Dabrowska is a London-
based contributor to the Culture 
and Society section of The Arab 
Weekly.

Fascinating abstractions combining the vulgar and the precious.

Manna received the 
A.M. Qattan 
Foundation’s Young 
Palestinian Artist 
Award in 2012.

Egypt’s Nubians struggle to save their language
Amr Emam

Cairo

A 

bdullah Gamal gathers 
the young members of 
his family every week 
to give them Nubian 
language lessons be-

cause he is afraid that soon the 
language will disappear.

“The children of Nubians know 
the Arabic language only, receiving 
their education at Arabic-language 
schools,” Gamal said. “If they do 
not learn the language, this lan-
guage will shrivel up and die when 
all the old people who master it 
die.”

Living away from their native 
villages in southern Egypt and 
scattered across the country, hun-
dreds of thousands of Nubians 
work to preserve their threatened 
culture and mother tongue.

The Nubians, a distinct ethnic 
group native to southernmost 
Egypt, were mostly in one area 
before the construction of the As-
wan Dam in the early 1960s. The 
dam was built to protect against 
flooding, generate electricity and 
store water supplies. The dam’s 

construction, however, inundated 
Nubian villages.

Thousands of families were 
moved to an area the government 
called “New Nubia” but most Nu-
bians said they could not stand life 
there and settled instead in north-
ern provinces and Cairo. However, 
the separation from native Nubia 
threatened to end the people’s cul-
ture, language, heritage and tradi-
tions.

“The Nubian culture and lan-
guage are under threat of extinc-
tion,” said Tamer Hassan, a Nubian 
and the founder of a non-govern-
mental organisation (NGO) work-
ing to preserve the Nubian culture 
and heritage. “The people who 
know the language and who lived 
every part of the Nubian heritage 
are either dead now or too old to 
keep this heritage living for long.”

Gamal said he remembers when 
his family was taken to New Nubia. 
He said his father cried as he and 
other relatives left their native vil-
lage.

“Some people cried and others 
covered their faces with dust when 
they saw the new homes,” Gamal 
said. “The new villages had noth-
ing to do with the beauty of the na-
tive homeland.”

Some Nubians did stay in New 
Nubia, where five of Gamal’s 
brothers still live. The major-
ity, however, moved on; some left 
Egypt altogether.

Galila Amin, a member of the 
Nubian Club, the self-styled union 
of Nubians, says about 1 million 
Nubians live in Egypt and more 
than 2 million others live outside 

the country.
When he arrived in Cairo, Ga-

mal, almost 20 then, was lost in the 
middle of the sprawling metropo-
lis, while his native home, fam-
ily and friends were thousands of 
miles away. He had to face the new 
reality of living as a stranger in the 
middle of a different language and 
culture.

Gamal spoke little Arabic then 
and had to learn the language to 
work and communicate with oth-
ers. He married a relative and had 
two children.

He was required to enroll the 
children in an Arabic-language 
school and, year by year, the Nubi-

an language dried up within family 
circles.

He is now retired and insists on 
doing his part to keep the language 
alive. This is why he gets his chil-
dren and grandchildren together 
for language classes.

“Si Sukar fi,” Gamal told his 
grandchildren during a recent 
class. “This means, ‘How are you 
doing?’ in Nubian.”

He gets an occasional respite 
from his Arabic-dominated world 
when he attends family or friends’ 
weddings. When they meet on 
such occasions, Nubians speak the 
Nubian language. They happily 
watch Nubian dances and listen to 

Nubian songs but lament their in-
ability to ensure continuation of 
their culture as Nubian children 
scrap their mother language for 
Arabic.

Gamal is not alone in the desire 
to preserve the language and cul-
ture. About 40 NGOs and other 
groups are also trying to do this.

Hassan’s is one of these groups. 
The society, which created a Nu-
bian dictionary, documents the 
Nubian alphabet and preserves 
Nubian songs. It has monthly sem-
inars to discuss the work of Nubian 
artists, novelists and poets to keep 
Nubians in Cairo connected and 
Nubian literature living.

“Language is the backbone of 
any civilisation,” Hassan said. “If 
this language dies, the whole civi-
lisation will die.”

The death of the Nubian culture 
would be a great loss to human 
civilisation, Nubians say. Apart 
from the language, the Nubians 
have their own costumes, cuisine, 
songs, wedding traditions and 
food and drink.

Inside Gamal’s home, in the poor 
residential district of Boulaq al-
Dakrour in western Cairo, he has 
created a Nubian colony.

He speaks Nubian with his wife 
and tries to make his children and 
grandchildren accustomed to it. 
His wife cooks Nubian dishes, 
makes Nubian drinks and fills the 
rooms with Nubian artwork.

“People like me still belong more 
in Nubia, not anywhere else,” Ga-
mal said. “But, sorry to say, this 
Nubia will be something of the 
past when old people die.”

Gamal giving his children Nubian language lessons.

Hundreds of 
thousands of 
Nubians work to 
preserve their 
threatened culture 
and mother tongue.
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Agenda

Algiers: Until February 11th

The National Museum of 
Contemporary Art in Algiers 
hosts its seventh International 
Festival of Contemporary Art. 
Artists from Greece, France, 
Brazil, Morocco, Mali, Alge-
ria, Congo, Senegal and other 
countries are participating in 
the 2016 event.

Beirut: Until March 6th

Ice Skating at Citymall Dora 
Beirut takes place every day 
from 10am until 10pm. All ages 
are invited.

Dubai: February 10th-13th

The Great Moscow State 
Circus and producer Centre 
of Zapashny Brothers pre-
sents the UFO Circus from 
another Planet for the first 
time in Dubai. Featuring aerial 
gymnasts, trapeze artists to 
skaters, jumpers and more, the 
programme follows the story 
of a man who is abducted by 
aliens. As he comes to terms 
with what’s happening, he 
experiences a new way of life. 
The event will take place in 
Dubai World Trade Centre

Beirut: February 16th-
March 20th

Al Bustan International Festi-
val of Music and the Performing 
Arts is a musical celebration 
that takes place over five 
weeks in various venues in 
Beirut with an emphasis on 
chamber music. The festival 
promotes and celebrates music 
from all over the world and 
includes orchestral concerts, 
choral music, puppets, opera 
and dance.

Tafraoute, Morocco: March 
6th-8th

The Almond Blossom Festival, 
celebrated every early spring 
in Morocco, sees villagers 
celebrate harvest time with 
Berber dancing, singing and 
almond tasting. International 
musicians and actors min-
gle with local performers to 
produce live events based on 
Moroccan folklore.

Dubai: March 1st-12th

The Emirates Airline Festival 
of Literature — LitFest as it is 
known — is a large celebra-
tion of the written and spoken 
word. People of all ages, 
nationalities and backgrounds 
join with authors from around 
the world to attend literary 
discussions, readings and 
participate in workshops.

Doha: March

The International Kite Festival 
takes place in Katara, a village 
in Doha, and attracts interna-
tional visitors during two days 
of culture and art. During the 
festival, the sky above Katara 
is dotted with thousands of 
kites with the presence of 
internationally recognised kit-
ing pilot teams from India, the 
United States, China, South 
Korea and Japan. In addi-
tion to a variety of activities, 
including kiting workshops, 
face-painting, street painting 
and more.

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

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Faraya-Mzaar, Lebanon

S 

ki and winter sports lov-
ers from the Middle East 
do not need to travel far to 
reach high-perched, well-
groomed and modernly 

equipped ski slopes with far-reach-
ing views across mountains and val-
leys as Lebanon is a relatively undis-
covered ski destination and home to 
six quality resorts.

As the only Arab country with a 
significant winter tourism industry, 
Lebanon is seeking to capitalise on 
its unique mix of sun and snow by 
expanding ski facilities aimed at at-
tracting tourists from an increasing 
variety of countries.

The country’s ski resorts are well-
equipped and within driving dis-
tance from main hubs on the coast. 
With snow fit for skiing from De-
cember until April, hopes of skiing 
in the morning and plunging into 
the Mediterranean in the afternoon 
can be easily realised.

The oldest and highest ski resort 
lies in the north near the Cedars of 
God at an altitude of 1,850-3,087 
metres. It is also, at 120km, the fur-
thest from Beirut.

Faraya-Mzaar, 57km north-east 
of Beirut, is Lebanon’s largest and 
most popular ski resort. It boasts 20 

lifts and 80km of slopes with lev-
els of difficulties from easy to ad-
vanced.

“The season starts early Decem-
ber and ends late March or early 
April generally. Two years ago the 
resort opened only for three days, 
when Lebanon witnessed one of 
its warmest winters to date,” said 
resort manager Christian Rizk. “It 
was a disaster for the country’s win-
ter sports lovers and for business, 
though it is very rare.”

The 2015-16 season started well 
with a good amount of snowfall. “It 
is an average year in terms of occu-
pancy. Yesterday — a weekday — we 
had 2,500 skiers on the slopes but 
the number can reach up to 5,000 
or 6,000 on weekend days,” Rizk 
noted.

Winter tourism attracts much of 
Lebanon’s diaspora, especially ex-
patriates from the Gulf and Africa, 
and the slopes are quite popular 
with tourists from Gulf Cooperation 
Council countries, Europe and the 
United States.

“In previous years, we had a 
good number of skiers coming from 
abroad, especially from the Gulf 
countries,” Rizk said. “But nowa-
days the Lebanese nationals rep-
resent around 95% of our clientele 
with the rest being foreigners living 
in the country.”

A combination of political insta-
bility, economic strains and vola-
tile security caused by the Syrian 
refugee crisis and the spillover of 
the conflict in Syria have kept many 
Arab and foreign tourists away from 
Lebanon the past few years.

Rizk revealed plans to expand 
the ski terrain between 1,850-2,500 
metres above sea level, to higher 
altitudes. “Our resort is very well-
equipped. It also has two ambu-
lances, two doctors and 35 trackers 

on standby and on the slopes at all 
time for emergencies,” he said. “We 
had planned for higher slopes but 
the project is on hold because of the 
(political) situation in the country.”

Zaarour Club, the closest ski re-
sort to Beirut, offers many outdoor 
winter activities in addition to its 
six well-groomed, north-facing ski 
runs, offering an excellent quality of 
snow with a panoramic view span-
ning the Valley of the Skulls and 
Mount Sannine.

“The location of Zaarour is an ad-
vantage. In half an hour, you can 
travel from Beirut to the slopes and 
enjoy the skiing,” noted the club’s 
public relations person Michel Atik.

Since its renovation two years 
ago, Zaarour is equipped with six 
ski slopes, snowboard space, a snow 
park and a natural lake supplied by 
springs in the mountain, in addition 

to a 16-suite hotel. For cross-country 
skiers, Zaarour offers a 4km track on 
the Sannine mountain.

“It is the only place in the Mid-
dle East where we can make snow 
from water in the lake using snow 
cannons to keep the layer of snow 
fit for skiing at the departure level, 
which is the lower level of the slope 
at 1,650 metres,” Atik explained.

“When you come here you would 
think yourself in a ski resort in Swit-
zerland.”

Lebanon’s generally lower prices 
than skiing destinations in Europe 
could propel the country’s skiing 
industry. An adult ticket to the full 
set of Mzaar slopes costs $30 on 
weekdays and $60 on weekends. It 
is even less at Zaarour: $50 for a full-
day adult pass. Rental of ski equip-
ment is available at sports shops in 
both resorts at the average cost of 
$40 per day.

Apart from Alpine skiing, winter 
activities including snowmobiling 
and snowshoeing are gaining popu-
larity in Lebanon. The Chouf Cedars 
Nature Reserve is a great location for 
snowshoeing at an average of 2,000 
metres above sea level. Visitors have 
the possibility to rent snowshoes 
and hire a guide to visit the reserve 
on different trails that vary in diffi-
culty.

One can start walking at the en-
trance of the reserve and reach a 
magnificent part of the forest called 
ghabat al amir (the emir’s forest) 
where a Lebanese emir camped in 
the past.

Traditionally a summer destina-
tion, Lebanon is building its reputa-
tion as a winter destination through 
promotion of its growing ski facili-
ties.

“I come during week days, as it 
is cheaper, less crowded and I can 
enjoy more the slopes and wait less 
at the ski lifts,” said Hassan Hajjar, a 
ski enthusiast and regular client of 
Mzaar resort.

“It is the best place to ski,” Hajjar 
boasted.

Khaled Abdel Malek is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in Oman and 
Lebanon.

Khaled Abdel Malek

Skiers at the Cabane in Faraya-Mzaar ski resort

Skiers lift and ski slopes in Faraya-Mzaar resort

Hiker in Chouf cedars forest reserve takes photo of milennium tree.

Lebanon: A unique ski destination in 
the Arab world

Lebanon’s generally 
lower prices than 
skiing destinations 
in Europe could 
propel the country’s 
skiing industry.


