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T

hree US Air Force transport planes carrying small
arms and ammunition
touched down February
4th at a newly established
US special forces base at Rmeilan
near the Euphrates river in northeastern Syria, the first American
military planes to land in Syria
since war erupted there nearly five
years ago.
The arrival of the lumbering
C-130 Hercules aircraft marked a
new phase in the United States’
participation in the bewildering
Syrian conflict, in which US President Barack Obama seems ready,
after years of working to avoid being dragged into another Middle
Eastern fight, to turn up the heat
against the Islamic State (ISIS) in
Syria and Iraq.
Obama was pressured to become more aggressive largely by
ferocious ISIS terrorist attacks
in France, Turkey, North Africa,
Egypt and elsewhere since August
in which hundreds of people were
killed.
US Army engineers extended the
runway of a disused crop-dusters’
airstrip at Rmeilan for the four-engine C-130s to deliver arms to the
US-allied Syrian Democratic Forces
(SDF), a 30,000-strong coalition
dominated by the Kurdish People’s
Protection Units (YPG).
Fifty US operatives are at Rmeilan, a modest start for what Washington hails as a more aggressive
phase in the war on ISIS, even
though there have been several

Turkey’s
refugee
influx
P19

P18

small escalations in recent months.
Counter-insurgency
experts,
however, do not believe that beefing up US special forces and expanding a 17-month-old, US-led air
campaign will be enough to cripple
the jihadists or the Islamic caliphate
they proclaimed in June 2014.
The Pentagon has not disclosed
the number of troops destined for
Syria and Iraq but US sources say
that these will probably number
only a few hundred.

ISIS remains
“unchallenged
in its core terrain
across Iraq and
Syria”.
What is needed though, analysts
say, is a full-blown military ground
offensive against ISIS citadels in the
north-eastern Syrian city of Raqqa,
the caliphate’s de facto capital, and
Mosul, Iraq’s second largest city,
with intense air attacks.
ISIS’s efforts to expand its caliphate have been checked but the
Institute for the Study of War in
Washington concluded recently
that ISIS remains “unchallenged
in its core terrain across Iraq and
Syria. The organisation will likely
retain this safe haven for the foreseeable future, allowing it to continue to resource and direct attacks
on the West.”
Republican hardliners have demanded 20,000 US troops be deployed in Syria and Iraq; presidential hopeful US Senator Ted Cruz,
R-Texas, is pressing for a World
War II-style “carpet bombing” cam-

A US-led coalition instructor stands in front of a Shia religious
banner at Besmaya military base south of Baghdad, on January 27th.
paign against ISIS strongholds, particularly Raqqa.
Support for such operations is
limited — for now anyway — largely
because they would cause heavy civilian casualties. The Russians have
done this since they intervened on
September 30th to save the regime
of President Bashar Assad from collapse — and they have turned the
tables on their foes
The United States has about
3,700 troops in Iraq. These include

200 special forces operatives but
most are there to train and advise
the Iraqi military as it rebuilds to
move against ISIS-held cities.

ian crisis that was at the heart of
UN-brokered peace negotiations in
Geneva, which collapsed with the
Russian blitzkrieg in northern Syria
launched just as the talks began on
January 29th.

including cruise missiles and attacks by strategic bombers flying
out of northern Ossetia, and highly
effective long-range artillery bombardments that have smashed rebel
positions.
The recent regime advances have
underlined the explosive power of
the Russian intervention initiated
in September to prevent the downfall of Assad, Moscow’s key Arab
ally, as part of President Vladimir
Putin’s ambition to restore Moscow’s strategic reach.
The regime’s advances have coincided with a half-hearted US effort
to boost its forces in Syria and Iraq
in the war against the Islamic State.
They have also spurred Saudi Arabia and other Arab powers opposed
to Assad to state that they would
send combat troops to Syria, a step
that, if taken, would add another
layer of complexity to an already
perplexing conflict.

James Bruce has written
extensively on Middle Eastern
security issues for publications
such as Jane’s Intelligence Review
and Jane’s Defence Weekly. He
lives in Beirut.

P3, 8

Russia’s scorched earth tactics change Syria war
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

R

ussian air strikes and artillery
bombardments
have pulverised rebel
forces entrenched in
northern Syria, opening
the way for the Syrian Army and its
allies to recapture large reaches of
territory that President Bashar Assad’s regime lost three years ago.
This
fast-moving
offensive
sweeping across the Latakia and
Aleppo governorates has turned the
5-year-old war on its head, greatly
strengthening Assad’s position
and shooting down any prospect
of a UN-backed peace settlement
in which the Syrian leader’s future
was in considerable doubt.
Amid the regime’s victories,
conditions for hundreds of thousands of civilians have deteriorated
sharply, with 60,000-70,000 fleeing Aleppo and camping out along
the Turkish border seeking sanctuary from the Russian-led maelstrom, according to the UN and relief agencies.

The turnaround has
been entirely due to
merciless Russian
air strikes, including
cruise missiles and
attacks by strategic
bombers.

Syrians ride a motorbike past a collapsed building on which
a graffiti reads “Russia kills us” in the central Syrian town of
Talbisseh in the Homs province.
Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet
Davutoglu, addressing a fundraising conference in London, said
that, due to increasingly intensive
Russian air strikes, “300,0000 people living in Aleppo are ready to

move towards Turkey”.
The Netherlands-based PAX aid
group reported on February 9th
that more than 1 million Syrians
are trapped in besieged cities and
towns, a worsening humanitar-

The regime’s northern offensive,
which has cut many of the rebels’
vital supply lines from Turkey and
kept them from getting reinforcements, and a smaller offensive in
the south towards the Jordanian
and Israeli borders, have changed
the complexion of a conflict in
which rebels backed by the United
States and Saudi Arabia were making steady gains against the regime.
The turnaround has been entirely
due to merciless Russian air strikes,

Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based
journalist and regular contributor
to The Arab Weekly. He has been
covering Syria since 1995.
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Syrian opposition blames Syrian
and Russian ‘arrogance’ for failure of talks

T
Geneva

he main Syrian
opposition group is
unlikely to return
to Geneva for
indirect peace talks
because of Syria
and Russia’s
“arrogant” and
“merciless” bombardment
campaign, the opposition’s chief
negotiator said.
Mohammed Alloush, who
represents the powerful Army of
Islam group, told the Associated
Press on February 4th that the
opposition did not withdraw from
UN-sponsored proximity talks in
Geneva because it “didn’t want
to get blamed” for their failure.
However, he added that the
opposition could not return to
negotiations while the bombing
continued.
UN Special Envoy for Syria
Staffan de Mistura announced
on February 3rd there would
be a “temporary pause” in the
indirect peace talks between the
government and opposition, saying
the process would resume on
February 25th.
The announcement came as
Syrian troops and their allies
intensified their offensive,
capturing several areas in the
northern Syrian province of Aleppo
and ending a more than three-year
siege of two Shia villages.
Alloush said the Syrian
government and Russia, which
has been carrying out air strikes in
support of its ally since September
30th, were behind the failure of the
talks.
“The reason behind the collapse
of the talks in Geneva was the
arrogance of the Syrian regime
and the arrogance of the merciless

Russian air strikes on civilians,”
said Alloush.
The Russian Defence Ministry
said its warplanes hit 875 targets in
Syria in the first week of February,
including in the area of the
government offensive.
Alloush said that the main
opposition group, the High
Negotiations Committee (HNC),
would not return to talks “as long
as the situation remains the same.”
“The political process will not
be launched as long as Russia,
the regime and Iran want to win
militarily the battle on the ground,”
he added.
He said that, although the Syrian
government and Russia’s military
intervention is increasing “the pain
of Syrians”, he did not believe they
would be able to achieve a decisive
military victory in Syria, pointing
to how the balance of power has
shifted regularly since the war
broke out in March 2011.
Peace talks in Geneva had a rocky
start, with both the government
and opposition denying that they
had even formally begun.
The HNC has demanded
an end to Syrian and Russian
bombardment, a lifting of sieges
imposed on 18 rebel-held areas and
the release of political detainees,
including women and children.
The opposition said none of
these conditions had been met,
other than a small concession by
government to allow two dozen
trucks carrying emergency aid
to enter two besieged suburbs of
Damascus.
The Syrian government and
Russia say Alloush’s Army of Islam
is a terrorist organisation. Alloush
said that those who bomb civilians
and use chemical weapons against
their people are terrorists, referring
to Syrian President Bashar Assad’s

“The political
process will not
be launched as
long as Russia,
the regime and
Iran want to win
militarily the
battle on the
ground.”

Army of Islam’s Mohammed Alloush talks to reporters after peace
talks were paused in Geneva, on February 3rd.
government.
The 45-year-old political chief of
the Army of Islam was the cousin
and brother-in-law of the group’s
founder, Zahran Alloush, who was
killed in a government air strike
near Damascus in December.

Alloush, who has a degree in
Islamic Studies and worked in
publishing in Saudi Arabia until the
war began five years ago, said that
if Assad is removed the opposition
wants elections in Syria.
(The Associated Press)

When peace talks stall
View poi nt

Daniel Serwer

Washington

T

he Syria peace talks
stalled even faster than
I might have predicted,
though I was never
sanguine about the
chances for success.
The reason for the suspension is
all too clear: The Syrian Army is
making headway in north Latakia,
around Aleppo and elsewhere,
with vigorous support from
Russian air strikes as well as
Hezbollah ground forces and
Islamic Revolutionary Guards
Corps “advisers” (more like
commanders).
Syrian President Bashar Assad
and his allies see no reason to halt
the offensive. The Syrian opposition, which had asked for an end
to air strikes and an opening of humanitarian access, sees no reason
to talk while its people are getting
slaughtered. Those of us who said
this conflict was not “ripe” for
peace talks, which includes almost
everyone knowledgeable about the
situation, were right.
That is little comfort. Nor does
it mean the United Nations was
wrong to try.
It is the United Nations’ role to
take on cases no one else wants to
touch. That’s how it ended up with
Libya, Yemen and Syria. The Amer-

The only real beneficiaries
of continued fighting
in Libya, Yemen and
Syria are likely to be the
extremist forces.

The
warring
parties
in Libya,
Yemen
and Syria
should be
thinking
hard about
how these
countries
will be
governed
once the
killing
stops.
Process locked. The European headquarters of the United Nations, site of stalled negotiations between the Syrian government
and the opposition in Geneva.
icans and Europeans left Libya to
its own devices, which sufficed for
a while but then proved unequal to
the state-building challenge. Now
there is an agreement of sorts but
no implementation.
The Houthis and Saudis wrecked
a four-year peace process in
Yemen, based on a Gulf Cooperation Council agreement and UN
mediation, with military action. A
recent effort to reinitiate talks has
been postponed. Syria has already
seen two UN efforts to end the war
— Geneva I and II — fail. Geneva III
looks likely to founder, too.
These stalled peace processes
are bad for Libyans, Yemenis and
Syrians but they don’t have much
say in the matter. Civilians are the
most frequent victims of these
wars, as the contestants are vying

for power within a state rather than
trying to defeat the regular military
forces of another state. Moving
civilians, or persuading them
to accept your rule, is therefore
the objective, not an unintended
consequence. It is far less perilous
to men with guns (yes, most of
them are men) to go after unarmed
civilians, or even armed insurgents,
than to contest another state’s
armed forces.
The only real beneficiaries
of continued fighting in Libya,
Yemen and Syria are likely to be the
extremist forces affiliated with alQaeda and the Islamic State (ISIS).
They thrive on disorder — areas
that have witnessed chaos are more
likely to accept their draconian
rule — and the extremists often fill
the vacuum as states concentrate

their efforts against less extreme
insurgents.
The one thing we can be pretty
sure of from the experience of
fighting extremists since 9/11
attacks on the United States is
that attacking them from the air
without establishing order on the
ground thereafter ensures that we
will have to roll Sisyphus’s rock up
the hill once again. And with each
iteration the extremists get bolder,
smarter and more lethal.
We are all too clearly losing
the war against violent extremism. We should be thinking hard
about whether the means we are
using are appropriate to the task.
Washington’s purpose should be to
eliminate safe havens for extremists who might strike Americans.
Drones have distinct advantages.
They keep their operators safe
while killing bad guys, but they
can’t re-establish governance on
territory from which extremists
have been driven. Only legitimate
state authorities can do that. It is
time to refocus attention on where
these legitimate authorities are going to come from.
Stalled talks are an opportunity. The warring parties in Libya,
Yemen and Syria as well as their
international supporters should
be thinking hard about how these
countries will be governed once
the killing stops. Both the fighting
and the peacemaking are worthless
without an answer to that question.
Daniel Serwer is senior research
professor of conflict management
at The Johns Hopkins University
School of Advanced International
Studies in Washington. He tweets
at @DanielSerwer and blogs at
www.peacefare.net
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Washington has limited options in Syria, Iraq

US soldiers monitor the training of Iraq’s 72nd Brigade in Besmaya base, south-east of Baghdad, on
January 27th.

Jamal J. Halaby

Amman

T

he rise of the Islamic
State (ISIS), Russia’s military intervention on behalf of Syrian President
Bashar Assad and the
conflicting interests of Turkey and
regional powerhouses Saudi Arabia and Iran have reshaped debates
over US policy towards the civil
war in Syria.
In Syria’s south-eastern neighbour Iraq, Washington is vexed by
flaring sectarian violence between
the country’s Shia majority and
the Sunni minority, a weak Iraqi
government whose US-trained and
equipped army capitulated to ISIS,
allowing it to seize strategic territory, such as Mosul, the country’s
second largest city.
ISIS militants control large areas
of north-eastern and central Syria,

from which they continue to attack
forces opposed to or allied with Assad.
In Iraq, ISIS waged attacks on
cities inhabited by the Kurds,
whose peshmerga forces are closely allied with Washington. ISIS has
also been responsible for bombings
that killed hundreds of Iraqis in the
past two years.
Washington’s key allies Israel
and Jordan are also at risk. While
ISIS is kilometres away from Jordan’s eastern border in Iraq’s vast
desert in Anbar province, other
militants, such as al-Qaeda-linked
Jabhat al-Nusra are close to Israel’s
northern border with Syria in the
Golan Heights.
Washington’s worst nightmare,
however, is Russia’s military intervention in support of Assad. That
poses a direct challenge to US goals
in Syria and also raises questions
about the future of the 5-year-old
conflict and US strategy in the region.

“America’s hands are tied in
the region,” observed Iraqi analyst
Ahmed Nassif, a retired political
science professor in Baghdad.
“It must carefully tread because
it can do without a showdown with
Russia or a return of the cold war,”
Nassif said.

Russia’s military
intervention in
support of Assad
poses a direct
challenge to US goals
in Syria.
Syria’s conflict, which began
with peaceful demonstrations in
March 2011 before it devolved into
civil war, has driven more than 4
million Syrians into neighbouring
countries as refugees. Another 7.5
million Syrians are internally displaced and are among more than
12 million Syrians — out of a total

population of 22 million — in need
of humanitarian assistance.
The United States remains the
largest bilateral provider of such
assistance, with more than $4.5 billion in US funding identified. The
United States also has allocated
more than $440 million for non-lethal assistance to select opposition
groups.
More than $2.6 billion in US aid
to Syria is planned in 2016, including some funds to the opposition,
who remain divided over tactics,
strategy and long-term political
goals.
Syrian officials and their Russian and Iranian backers have expressed willingness to serve as
Washington’s “counterterrorism”
partners in Syria, provided that the
United States would accept a role
for Assad as a bulwark against ISIS
and other Sunni militants.
US officials voiced fundamental
strategic disagreement with Russia over its military intervention

and Assad’s future. Washington
favours a managed political transition, insisting that Assad has lost
legitimacy.
Some US congressional leaders argue that the United States
should continue the negotiations
process in Geneva; others want it
to act militarily to protect Syrian
civilians. However, many are concerned that a disorderly regime
change could strengthen the militants and drag Washington and its
partners into a protracted process
of stabilising Syria.
Still, it is hard to see how Washington could pursue its goals of
quashing the militants and restoring peace and stability to Syria
without inadvertently strengthening Assad or ISIS.
Jamal J. Halaby, based in Jordan,
is the Levant section editor for The
Arab Weekly and has covered the
Middle East and North Africa for
nearly three decades.

US envoy in Syria to prop up Kurdish-Arab alliance
Abdulrahman al-Masri

Ottawa

A

US delegation visited
the northern Syrian
town of Kobane on January 30th to meet leaders of the newly founded Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF),
a Kurdish-Arab alliance fighting the
Islamic State (ISIS).
The two-day visit, led by President Barack Obama’s special envoy
to the US-led international coalition against ISIS, Brett McGurk,
uncovered a solidified partnership
with the SDF fighters, as the rebel
alliance appears to be planning a
major attack on the ISIS strongholds of Raqqa and Manbij.
His visit was the first by a senior
Obama administration official to
Syria since the US-led air campaign
against ISIS began in August 2014.
“ISIL terrorists do not stand a
chance in the face of the resilient
people of Kobane, Tikrit, Ramadi, &
soon … Raqqa and Mosul,” McGurk
posted on Twitter after the visit using an alternative acronym for ISIS.
Mustafa Ebdi, a Syrian-Kurdish journalist from Kobane, said
McGurk was accompanied by
French and British military officials. The delegation attended
a closed-door meeting with the
Kurdish self-rule authority.
“A visit from a high-level delegation to the Kurdish areas is a message to the Kurdish people that
they would be an essential part of

Syria’s future,” Ebdi said. “It is expected that steps related to funding, arming and training would follow [the visit] … and to rely on SDF
fighters [in the fight against ISIS].”
The SDF alliance emerged from
a US-backed formation of rebels in
October 2015 as the ground force
to counter ISIS in northern and
north-eastern Syria. The US-led
international coalition has backed
the alliance with air support during
battles against ISIS.
US Defense Secretary Ashton
Carter said on February 2nd that
the Pentagon plans to increase
spending on the fight against ISIS
and is considering sending more US

troops to Iraq and Syria.
Carter noted that this new strategy would focus on enabling local
forces to take back the main ISIS
strongholds of Mosul in Iraq and
Raqqa in Syria.
As the US-led coalition intensified air strikes on Raqqa and its surroundings, Ebdi said the US-led coalition plans to rely on the SDF for
a potential attack against ISIS on
Raqqa, the group’s de facto capital
in Syria, and Manbij, another Syrian town under ISIS control, 30km
west of the Euphrates.
Days after the emergence of the
US-backed SDF, Obama authorised
the Pentagon to deploy up to 50

Brett McGurk, the US envoy to the coalition against the Islamic
State, speaks to reporters during a news conference at the US
embassy in Baghdad, on December 9, 2015.

special operations forces to Syria.
They are stationed in territory controlled by Kurdish People’s Protection Units (YPG) which forms the
backbone of the SDF.
The SDF alliance includes Arab
Sunni forces; however, the dominant contingent of the SDF is Kurdish, led by YPG. The Kurdish forces
have demonstrated ability in fighting ISIS and efficiency in receiving
weaponry, aid and maintaining territory.
“US foreign policy in terms of
assistance to the SDF is certainly
problematic,” said Andrea Taylor,
associate director at the Atlantic
Council’s Rafik Hariri Centre for
the Middle East in Washington.
However, she added, “the anti-ISIS
coalition does need a ground force
component in Syria.”
Since war erupted in Syria, tensions between Arab and Kurdish
Syrians have grown. As Kurdish
factions, mainly the YPG, gained
control over northern parts of Syria
in mid-2013, the fear of Kurdish
separatism increased.
According to Human Rights
Watch, Kurdish authorities in
north-eastern Syria have committed abuses in areas where they
control non-Kurdish residents,
including Arab and Turkmen communities. The YPG strongly denies
the allegations.
“The United States should stipulate its support to the SDF on
adherence to IHL [international
humanitarian law] standards and
it should enable a more balanced
relationship between the Kurds

and Arabs within the alliance as it
pushes south towards Raqqa,” Taylor said.
On February 4th, Saudi military spokesman Brigadier-General
Ahmed al-Asiri said his country
was ready to send ground troops to
Syria to fight ISIS. Asiri’s comments
came with reports suggesting that
Saudi Arabia was coordinating
with Turkey on the possibility of
deploying ground troops to Syria.
The United Arab Emirates also said
it is ready to join efforts in deploying troops against ISIS.

The SDF alliance
includes Arab Sunni
forces; however, the
dominant
contingent of the
SDF is Kurdish, led
by YPG.
“The United States, Turkey and
their allies have a shared interest
to destroy and defeat ISIS,” said
Taylor. “If the United States were
to take advantage of Saudi Arabia’s
volunteering of ground troops to
defeat ISIS and seek other willing
contributors, it could establish a
ground force component, in which
the SDF would participate, fully capable of defeating ISIS in Syria.”
Abdulrahman al-Masri covers
politics and news in the Middle
East and Syria in particular.
He can be followed on Twitter:
@AbdulrhmanMasri.
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Shifting alliances in race for Lebanese president
Imad Salamey

Beirut

T

he Lebanese Parliament
met for the 35th time on
February 8th, but again
lacked the necessary quorum to elect a president.
This time political quarrels resulted
from the emergence of new alliances in support of Christian Maronite
candidates Michel Aoun, leader of
the Free Patriotic Movement, and
Suleiman Frangieh, head of the
Marada Movement. Both are close
allies of Hezbollah and part of the
March 8 alliance.
For the first time since their 2005
formation the bonds that hold the
March 8 and March 14 political blocs
together seem to be unravelling.
Both coalitions emerged exhausted and drained of financial resources and recently have been unable to
pay employees’ salaries on time. Simultaneously, the political impasse
has infected national government
institutions with deterioration and
paralysis. The Council of Ministers
has failed to meet or decide on basic public service issues while the
country’s 7-month-old trash crisis
has led to rubbish piling up in the
streets.
Saad Hariri, the main leader of
March 14, was the first to drop the
ball. Leaks of his Paris meetings
with Frangieh, a close ally of the
Syrian regime, split March 14 between enthusiasts and staunch critics.

Regardless of who
becomes president,
Lebanon appears
destined towards a
major political
realignment.
The latter, led by the Lebanese
Forces, represent a large section
of Christian Maronites. They were
quick to reject Frangieh’s nomination and alternatively throw their
support behind his rival in the
March 8 bloc, Aoun. Samir Geagea,
who was initially nominated for the
presidency by March 14, seems to
have been preparing his concession
in favour of Aoun even before Hariri’s rapprochement with Frangieh.

No quorum. Lebanese parliament in session, on February 8th.
The
Aoun-Geagea
coalition,
which has brought together the
two largest Christian political parties for the first time since 1989,
has alarmed Muslim groups from
the March 8 coalition, including
the Shia Amal Movement, as well
as Druze parties such as the Democratic Arab Party and the centrist
Progressive Socialist Party. They,
along with the Sunni Future Movement, have forged an undeclared
anti-Aoun alliance, fearing the resurgence of political Maronism.
But smaller Christian groups and
independent figures, such as the
Kataeb and Marada parties, have
been reluctant to join the Aoun alliance fearing political marginalisation and gradual inhalation by larger parties.
Shia Hezbollah, on the other
hand, has perceived developments
with caution. Though both presidential nominees are long-standing
allies and despite Hezbollah leader
Hassan Nasrallah’s declaration of
March 8’s victory while mocking
the seeming collapse of March 14,

the party remains hesitant.
By backing Aoun for president,
Hezbollah appears eager for a radical transformation that prepares the
ground for Shia-Christian rule at the
expense of the Sunnis. Such an arrangement, however, may come at
a high cost. Among considerations
is the prospect of Christians gaining
significant power at the expense of
both Sunnis and Shias. Yet more important to Hezbollah is the potential
breakdown of its own March 8 alliance and the resurgence of political
rivalry within the Shia community
in Lebanon.
The elephant in March 8’s room
is the Shia Amal Movement, which
has been alarmed by Hezbollah’s
backing of the Aoun presidency. It
views that a Hezbollah-Aoun alliance will only be achieved at its own
expense.
Amal will not only lose electoral
seats in favour of Aoun-Geagea alliance but may lose important leverage attained throughout the Taif
era. A period that witnessed the
insulation of its own leader, Nabih

Berry, the speaker of parliament,
unchallenged for the past 24 years,
the favourable redistribution of
public offices, the allocation of key
government posts for Shia followers
and the gerrymandering of electoral
districts to the advantage of candidates within large Christian constituencies.
Worse, the movement’s strategic
relevance to Hezbollah, serving as
moderate gateway between the Shias and other sects, may be diminished. A situation that is prone to reignite old feuds and unleash a new
feud over Shia leadership, political
alignments and shares of power.
In his latest televised speech,
Nasrallah tried to calm Amal’s fears
by asserting his commitment to
unity but the consequences of a
Hezbollah-backed Aoun presidency
are too difficult to swallow.
Amal has been quick to test Hezbollah’s resolve by igniting ShiaChristian battles over public offices
deemed crucial to both sides. The
Amal-controlled Ministry of Finance and Ministry of Public Works

recently revoked an agreement to
promote to higher posts Christian
public officers, promoting instead
fellow Shia employees.
Christian leaders, including the
Maronite patriarch, were enraged
and demanded the immediate reversal of such decisions by Ministers Ali Khalil and Ghazi Zeaiter,
Amal loyalists and Berry’s close associates.
Whoever becomes president,
Lebanon appears destined towards
a major political realignment. A repositioning of political forces gathered around two major poles, a
predominantly Christian versus another Sunni, while splitting the Shia
and minor political groups between
both.
Imad Salamey is an associate
professor of political science
and international affairs at the
Lebanese American University in
Beirut, a senior policy adviser on
Middle East and Arab Affairs, and
the author of The Government and
Politics of Lebanon.

The Lebanese deadlock

View poi nt

Chibli Mallat

L

ebanon’s parliament
met on February 8th
and tried for the 35th
time to elect a president. And for the 35th
time, it failed.
Those who follow Lebanese
politics are baffled that the country
should go without a head of state
for 20 months while leaders engage in a dizzying waltz of shifting
political alliances. Almost every
week brings a bizarre, unprecedented factional realignment. The
latest example was Samir Geagea’s
backing of his erstwhile enemy
Michel Aoun for president. The
two veteran Christian leaders are
distinguished by more than three
decades of fierce antagonism that
resulted in the deaths of many of
their followers.
They are not the only strange
bedfellows. The Sunni Muslim faction led by Saad Hariri has enthusiastically endorsed the presidential
candidacy of Suleiman Frangieh,
a self-declared friend of Syrian

Almost every week brings
a bizarre, unprecedented
factional realignment.

President Bashar Assad, an enemy
of Hariri’s.
To add insult to injury, Lebanese politicians have blamed the
institutional deadlock gripping the
small country on Israel and Syria,
and now increasingly on Saudi Arabia and Iran.
Lebanese are therefore shackled by the excuse of nasty foreign
actors who are far larger than
Lebanon. This may have been true
at various moments of Lebanese
history but surrendering responsibility to regional and international
actors leaves the country with a
good conscience when garbage
piling up in the streets turns into a
national nightmare and the presidency is left vacant for two years.
We refuse to acknowledge Lebanese responsibility for the repeated
manufacturing of the presidential
deadlock, on which rest other
national disasters; from garbage
collection, to power cuts, to endless bickering over whether to have
meetings in the Council of Ministers, to legislative bills left sleeping
in the drawers of parliament.
Recent realignments may have
made the presidential deadlock
more opaque but the equation
is simple. It is easy for a faction
that considers the presidency its
natural right to block the election.
Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah expressed it crudely in his
latest statement supporting the
candidacy of Aoun: “We are ready

to attend a parliamentary session
tomorrow if we are guaranteed the
election of Aoun by parliament.”
One can expect Hariri and other
leaders would boycott the election
if their candidate is not guaranteed
victory.
How does mere non-attendance
lead to persistent presidential
vacancy? In a country where the
plethora of political factions operating on a sectarian basis prevents
national politics from developing naturally across the country,
political alignments may become
increasingly complicated. But the
deadlock cannot be understood
outside a reality that is eminently
constitutional.
There are many parliamentarian
countries ridden with factionalism. They do not end up with the
structural deadlocks seemingly
peculiar to Lebanon; characterised
by a vacancy at the head of the
executive power. In the French
republic, in Westminster, in Israel
such a dramatic institutional vacancy does not occur. In Lebanon,
it did not exist until ten years ago
when deputies chose to simply
not attend a session devoted to
electing a president and effectively
prevented the election from happening.
The answer does not lie in
politics, as such, either domestic or regional. The deadlock is
constitutional. According to the
constitution, decisions are taken

Hezbollah
leader
Hassan
Nasrallah
expressed
it crudely
in his latest
statement
supporting
the
candidacy
of Aoun.

by a simple majority of members
of parliament. This is the majority
used to pass laws and to elect the
other two presidents; the president
of the Council of Ministers (the
prime minister) and the president
of parliament (the speaker).
The exception is for the election
of the president of the republic.
With the constitution requiring
the president to be elected by a
two-thirds majority in the first
round, one-third plus one of the
MPs may physically leave the
chamber to prevent a second round
of majority voting. As soon as they
leave the room, or if the contrived
two-thirds majority is not met in
the first place, the session lacks
quorum. I know of no similar constitutional absurdity elsewhere.
No country can function with
this kind of constitutional practice.
A normal reading ensures that the
expected game of political alliances takes place in parliament, with
a winner and a loser. This is called
democracy.
Chibli Mallat, a former presidential
candidate, is a Lebanese lawyer
and law professor. He taught
constitutional law in Lebanon,
Great Britain and the United
States. His latest book, Philosophy
of Nonviolent: Revolution,
Constitutionalism and Justice
Beyond the Middle East, was
published by Oxford University
Press in 2015.
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The tactic of political
assassinations in Lebanon
Dalal Saoud

Beirut

W

ith two presidents,
three prime ministers, one mufti and
dozens of top politicians,
ministers,
parliamentarians, security officials
and journalists — the bulk of whom
were killed over the past decade —
Lebanon has the lion’s share when it
comes to political assassinations.
Whether such political murders
were meant to eliminate opponents,
change the course of events and the
political dynamics in the country,
boost the influence or control of this
or that regional power or provoke
terror among the population, the result has emptied Lebanon of those
who had dared resisting the de facto
forces.
Lebanon has long been the main
scene of targeted assassinations, due
to the nature of the political struggles inside the country, its proximity
to the once Middle East’s main conflict spot — the Israeli-occupied Palestinian territories — and other Arab
and regional considerations.

Five Hezbollah
members were
accused of being
behind Hariri’s
assassination.
The assassination of former prime
minister Rafik Hariri in a huge truckbomb explosion that targeted his
convoy in Beirut on February 14,
2005, was the tip of the iceberg. His
killing provoked a strong unexpected reaction from his mainly Sunni
followers who took to the streets
in large numbers during his funeral
shouting “Syria out”.
That angry outburst soon led to
widespread popular protests (later
known as the Cedar revolution),
which — along with international
pressure boosted by UN Security
Council Resolution 1559 — forced
Syrian President Bashar Assad to

pull his troops out of Lebanon on
April 30th of the same year, ending
almost 30 years of military presence.
But the targeted killings did not
stop.
In addition to Hariri and his close
aide and minister of economy Bassel Fleihan, who died from injuries sustained in the explosion, ten
other anti-Syria figures and security officials were assassinated from
June 2005 to December 2014. Four
escaped attempts on their lives, including Marwan Hamadeh, a prominent politician and journalist who
suffered severe injuries in an explosion on October 1, 2004.
The attempt on Hamadeh was the
first signal that the relative peace,
security and stability Lebanon had
enjoyed since its 15-year civil war
ended in 1990 was over. A bloody
and uneven confrontation had started.
“They (Syrian regime) wanted to
eliminate me and stop my movements… I was very active in resisting
the re-election of (president Emile)
Lahoud and trying to reassemble the
opposition,” Hamadeh told the Arab
Weekly in a lengthy interview.
The attempt was clearly “a message meant to stop a course” that
was developing against Syria’s
“heavy-handed” control over the
country and its attempts to reimpose Lahoud.
And that was something Assad
wouldn’t tolerate.
Even the thought of electing a new
president “who would not be hostile
to Syria but will not be a Syrian puppet like Lahoud,” was not allowed,
according to Hamadeh. “I think
they did not accept that… It was too
much for them to witness the toppling of (Iraqi president) Saddam
Hussein and the failure of their policies in Lebanon, with a continuous
rebellion of the Christians and Hariri
against them.”
At the end, Hariri bowed to Syria’s
pressures and went ahead with renewing Lahoud’s mandate but that
was not enough to spare his and the
others’ lives.
Syria and Hezbollah have categorically denied any involvement in

Hariri’s assassination, arguing that
Israel and other forces had interests
in killing Hariri to create discord in
Lebanon. However, five Hezbollah
members were accused of being behind Hariri’s assassination and are
being tried in absentia by the Special
Tribunal for Lebanon, the first such
court established for the Arab world.

Hariri’s killing was
not only meant to
“eliminate the man
but to create terror
among the Sunnis”.
While Hezbollah sees the trial as a
US-Israeli plot to discredit the Iranbacked group, Hamadeh said he
has no doubt about who carried out
“systematic assassinations against
the most influential people in the
opposition”.
“All the assassinations, killings
(during the civil war and afterward)
were aimed at enhancing, keeping
total Syrian control over the country,” he said. Short of total war and
beyond normal politics, assassinations were used “as a tool of political
terror against personalities whose
disappearance would influence the
course of events sometimes more
than a war or civil war”, said Hamadeh. “They could stop the course or
start another war.”
And indeed another war has started, this time between Sunnis and
Shias.
Hariri might have been the first
victim of the emerging Arab/Persian
dispute as he grew in importance
politically, with strong international
relations. But most importantly —
as Fadi Kiwan noted — Hariri might
have been eliminated after being accused of “trying to develop an opposition in Syria and Lebanon against
the rise of the Shia superpower in
the region”.
Kiwan, the director of the Institute of Political Science at St Joseph
University, said Lebanon’s assassinations were meant to create terror
for political purposes and change
the dynamics in the country.
“There was a clear determination

A 2010 file picture shows former Lebanese prime minister
Saad Hariri delivering a speech during a rally marking the fifth
anniversary of the assassination of his father, former premier
Rafik Hariri (picture) in Beirut.
to provoke terror, terrorise people
and create divisions along sectarian lines: between first Muslims and
Christians, then Sunnis and Syria
and lately between Shias and Sunnis.”
Hariri’s killing, Kiwan said, was
not only meant to “eliminate the
man but to create terror among the
Sunnis” and then divisions and discord between them and the Shias.
According to Kiwan, Hariri’s assassination was the first step in “terrorising the Sunnis and was followed by
killing anyone who could oppose. All
symbols of resistance to this hegemony were to be eliminated.” However, she does not rule out the role of
“one or many intelligence services”
in such killings to create discord between Sunnis and Shias.
Did such a terror tactic succeed in
weakening various parties?
“It only increases hatred and an-

ger… It will never weaken neither
the Sunnis nor the Shias. Both are
alternatively victims of terror,” Kiwan said. “Now, it is terror against
terror.”
To Hamadeh, the assassinations
fell short of intimidating them. “By
miracle” as he said, they succeeded
in having an international tribunal
to investigate Hariri’s killing. “The
tribunal is working slowly but it is
there. They cannot abolish it… This
is the one thing we got.”
Would the tribunal be able to reveal who gave the killing orders in
Lebanon? Would it be able to stop
such assassinations in the future?
Many hardly believe that.
Dalal Saoud is the deputy
editor-in-chief of The Arab Weekly
and has been covering the Arab
region since 1990. She is based in
Beirut.

Is change impossible in Lebanon?

View poi nt

Nizar Hassan

E

ight months ago,
Lebanon witnessed a
quasi-revolution
spurred by a garbage
crisis that sent thousands of protesters to
the street, bringing together the
country’s youth from across the
sectarian spectrum to denounce a
dysfunctional government and
rampant corruption in the ruling
class. Lebanese have been
suffering chronic power outages,
water shortages and poor public
services. The garbage crisis was
the spark that enflamed an already
frustrated population.
The anti-corruption youth movement “You Stink” has lost momentum even though no solution has
been found to the waste management problem. The same corrupt
politicians are holding the reins of
power and fighting over basically
every decision to be made, and corruption is still tearing apart virtually every public department.
However, to claim that nothing
was achieved by the movement
that sparked an unprecedented
level of enthusiasm not seen since
the Cedar revolution — the popular
uprising that forced the Syrian
Army out of Lebanon following

Security incidents and
political manipulation
have almost aborted the
movement.

former prime minister Rafik Hariri’s
assassination in 2005 — is a clear
understatement.
“We would not have known
about the garbage crisis’s tricky
details if not for the movement. We
would not have seen so much proof
of corruption in many institutions,”
said Fadia Kiwan, founder of the
Institute of Political Science at St
Joseph University in Beirut.
“The movement did not fail,”
said Assaad Thebian, a lead figure
in the “You Stink” campaign, which
organised most of the major actions. “We succeeded in establishing the principles of accountability
and people’s right to oversee the
government’s work.”
But security incidents and political manipulation have almost
aborted the movement, forcing
thousands of enthusiastic young
men and women who had occupied the Martyrs’ and Riad al-Solh
squares in Beirut for several weeks
to go home for a long break.
It has become clear that politicians whose influence is excessively
branched into the country’s sectarian system and institutions see any
reform attempt as an existential
threat.
“The political class has attacked
the movement in all possible ways,
be it through police violence or
sending thugs to attack the protesters,” Thebian said to explain why
the movement lost its momentum.
“It scared away many people who
would have wanted to participate.”
However, many activists and analysts blame the movement’s setback

on the ramifications of its demands
and the lack of coordination among
activist groups, with each attempting to shape it according to its own
vision and ideas. From a spontaneous protest pressing for a solution
to the garbage crisis, the movement
diverted its demands to overthrowing the country’s sectarian system.
For Kiwan, the movement’s slippery move into a radical political
discourse was a major setback.
“What could have been more
effective,” Kiwan argued, “is adopting one goal (a transparent and
environmentally friendly solution
to the waste crisis), achieving a
victory and then moving to other
causes.”
For others, the lack of a common
vision was a main weakness.
“You cannot carry out such a
large-scale movement without
first drawing an all-encompassing
strategy, and this was not done,”
said Mohammad Ayoub, executive
director of the civil society organisation NAHNOO. “You have to make
sure you are speaking the language
of the people… and focusing on
what the people think is a top priority.”
But anyone familiar with
Lebanon’s modern history knows
that there are chronic obstacles
hindering any movement aiming
for drastic change. Lebanese tend
to follow their (sectarian) political
leaders blindly because of the benefits they get by voting for them as
public services are ineffective and
partisan-driven.
“Party officials get salaries and

The
movement
should be
centred not
on ideals
and abstract
motives but
rather on
the material
conditions of
the masses.

are promised positions and prestige
while a larger circle of followers
benefit from scholarships and other
welfare services affiliated with the
political groups,” Kiwan explained.
In her book Compassionate Communalism: Welfare and Sectarianism
in Lebanon, Harvard’s Melani Cammett explored how sectarian political parties use their welfare services
to influence voters, mobilise communities and, when needed, recruit
combatants.
She said political activism in
Lebanon is largely associated with
“higher levels of aid, including food
baskets and financial assistance for
medical and educational costs.”
While sectarianism has its roots
in welfare, its main implication is
the preservation of the status quo.
Seeing the large crowds taking the
streets in the recent movement,
Lebanese Parliament Speaker Nabih
Berri said: “If not for sectarianism,
people would have revolted… a long
time ago.”
One can only conclude that the
political establishment’s main
weapon for preventing revolt is
controlling Lebanese households’
means of subsistence. And if the
segregated culture of sectarianism
is to be fought, the battle should be
focused on its roots. In other words,
the movement should be centred
not on ideals and abstract motives
but rather on the material conditions of the masses.
Nizar Hassan is a Beirut-based
reporter who contributed this
article to The Arab Weekly.
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Arab journalists paying
a steep price for war
and terror

T

he International Federation of Journalists (IFJ) has
released a report on media professionals who have
been killed since 1990.
The report reveals that during the last 26 years,
there have been 473 reporters and media staff killed
in the Arab world and the Middle East out of 2,297
killed worldwide, making the region one of the most
dangerous places for reporters to work.
Not surprisingly, Iraq accounts for the highest toll among all
countries in the region (309 killed). War and terror in Syria and the
civil war in Algeria (during the North African country’s “black
decade”) account for most of the other casualties among media
professionals in the Arab world and the Middle East.
In 2015, 112 media professionals were killed, including 25 in the
Arab world and the Middle East. Among these were ten in Iraq and
Yemen, six in Libya and five in Syria.
IFJ Senior Vice-President Younes M’jahed sees a pattern during
the last five years as journalists are increasingly “being subjected
to shocking and brutal attacks by terrorists and violent extremist
groups”.
That was the case in Libya where five media professionals
working for Al-Barka TV, a local broadcaster, were killed last April
in the city of Al-Bayda in the eastern part of the country. They had
been kidnapped near an Ansar al-Sharia (an al-Qaeda-affiliated
jihadist group) checkpoint in the vicinity of the jihadist stronghold of Derna.
There was also Naji Jerf, a Syrian journalist and film-maker who
had documented the atrocities of the Islamic State (ISIS) before
being killed in the Turkish town of Gaziantep last December
There was Ghazi al-Obeidi, an Iraqi journalist who was kidnapped then executed by ISIS last July for an article he wrote.
There was Kenji Goto, a Japanese freelance correspondent who
was beheaded by ISIS in February 2015 in retaliation for his
country’s stand on the war against the terror group.
However, the salient trend in 2015, as in most recent years, is
that media fatalities are virtually all among local reporters and
staff. The risks involved in war and terror seem to have driven
away foreign correspondents and left Arab reporters mostly alone
covering the killing fields of the region.
One of the problems that media organisations are trying to deal
with is the impunity surrounding the murder of reporters. IFJ
President Jim Boumelha says his organisation is leading a
“long-running campaign to end impunity for violence against
media professionals”.
But that campaign is likely to take a long time: According to the
IFJ’s estimates only one of ten killings is ever investigated.
M’jahed notes that since the early 1990s no fewer than 50 journalists, including four foreign correspondents, have been killed in
the Palestinian territories, but there is no progress in investigating
the deaths.
To reduce the risks they face, Arab reporters and their employers should improve safety training and accept that not all stories
are worth the risks involved. But first and foremost, the globally
accepted norm of media professionals being treated as neutral
parties should be respected. Wars are ugly enough without
reporters paying the ultimate price for keeping the rest of us
informed.
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Iran’s Lebanon
project

W

ith the 11th
anniversary of
the
assassination of
Lebanese Prime
Minister Rafik
Hariri fast approaching, it has
Khairallah Khairallah
become increasingly apparent —
with the passage of each year —
just how much this crime ties in
with Iran’s regional expansionist
project.
What we are seeing today in
Lebanon is just another chapter of
Iranian expansionism. This began
with Hezbollah failing to abide by
the rules of the political game in
Lebanon, refusing to lay down its
arms under the pretext of resisting Israel.
Since its inception, Hezbollah
has rejected the Taif agreement,
which marked the end of Lebanon’s civil war and provided the
basis for its current political
system. Since it first entered
politics, Hezbollah was content to
remain on the outside as long as
Lebanon was under Syrian
tutelage. It only took the initiative
to participate in government after
Hariri’s assassination.
Hezbollah initially participated
indirectly in the government in
2005 and 2006 via Labour minister Trad Hamadeh. Following this,
Hezbollah participated in every
Lebanese government until it
controlled one-third of the
government and held de facto veto
power over any government
action, until Lebanon reached the
presidential vacuum witnessed
today.
The death of Hariri was the
turning point for Lebanon,
domestically and regionally. This
was a tragedy that exposed the
true face of Iran’s regional project,
which Hezbollah’s military
intervention in Syria today is an
integral part of.
Is the alliance between Hezbollah and Maronite Christian
politician Michel Aoun and his
Free Patriotic Movement a
coincidence, particularly
given that these are the
two parties that reject
Hezbollah believes
the Taif agreement?
that the balance of
Aoun served as acting
prime
minister during
power that led to the the vital
time in LebaTaif agreement no
non’s history that led to
the signing of the Taif
longer applies.
agreement and the
drafting of a new
constitution that
culminated in the
presidency of Rene Moawad.
Everything that Hezbollah has
done since Hariri’s assassination

has sought to end the Taif
agreement. All the statements
issued by Hezbollah chief Hassan
Nasrallah are for domestic
consumption. He seems to believe
that time is on the side of the
Iranian project, particularly given
that President Bashar Assad
remains in power in neighbouring
Syria.
Hezbollah believes that the
balance of power that led to the
Taif agreement no longer applies.
More than this, there is a belief
among many in Lebanon and
beyond that the Taif agreement
should have come to an end with
Hariri, particularly as there are no
longer any Syrian forces in
Lebanon to implement this based
on their biased understanding.
It was the blood of Hariri that
cleansed the Syrians from
Lebanon. The difference between
Iran and Syria is that Iran does not
want to merely exploit the Taif
agreement to serve its own
interests, it wants to overhaul the
deal and take control of everything in Lebanon, from its
government to its banking sector.
Iran wants to completely hijack
Lebanon, in the same manner that
it hijacked the noble Shia sect, and
turn this into a hostage. It wants
an alternative to the Taif agreement that enshrines Hezbollah’s
de facto veto power and a new
election law that weakens Sunnis
and Christians.
It is true that Hariri is absent,
that little has worked in Lebanon
since his assassination. It is true
that Lebanon’s institutes, or what
remains of them, are under threat.
It is true that Hezbollah is seeking
to spread across all branches of
power in the country, while
Lebanon’s foreign policy today is
subservient to Iran.
But it is also true that questions
remain as to whether Tehran will
be able to follow through on its
project in Lebanon and change the
balance of power in the region in
its favour.
What is clear is that Lebanon is
in an unenviable position. With
every year that passes since the
assassination of Hariri, new
dimensions of Iran’s project are
revealed that are targeting more
than one regional state to change
the very nature of the Middle
East.
Khairallah Khairallah is a Lebanese
writer. The commentary was
translated and adapted from the
Arabic. It was originally published
in the London-based Al Arab
newspaper.
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A military truck carrying a missile and a picture of Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, last September.

Appeasing Iran’s political arrogance

T

alk about misreading
foreign policy. The
Obama administration
wrongly believed that
appeasing the Iranian
regime would win it a
new and powerful ally in the Gulf
Claude Salhani
region.
Talk about a disappointment.
Washington supported lifting
international economic sanctions
on the Islamic Republic, hoping
to bring about a new beginning
in US-Iranian relations only to
realise that there would be no
change coming from the Iranian
theocratic leaders, who continue to
behave just as they had in the past
and continue to regard the United
States with trepidation, distrust
and animosity.
The Iranian mullahocracy looks
at the United States as a
power to be feared, a power
The United States
that infringes on the domescontinues to
tic affairs of countries in the
region and a country it conmindlessly
siders to be an enemy of its
Islamic revolution, one that
appease Iran.
Tehran aspires to export.
The Obama administration bet on improving relations with Iran much to the
detriment of neighbouring Saudi
Arabia and other Gulf states that
regard Iran with just about as much
trepidation, distrust and animosity

as Iran harbours for the West.
Indeed, the Saudis had hoped
they could convince Washington
of the dangers posed by Iran to the
stability of the region. In one of
the many tens of thousands of US
State Department cables that were
leaked, former Saudi King Fahd
wrote to the White House, asking
the Americans to “cut off the head
of the snake”, in reference to the
Iranian leadership.
The Saudis were terribly disappointed by the lack of leadership
shown by US President Barack
Obama in handling the crisis in
Syria where the regime of President Bashar Assad, supported by
Iran, was killing mostly Sunni
Muslims.
Obama’s indecisiveness and poor
counsel from his secretary of state
on how to handle the Syria crisis
have strained previously sturdy
relations between Saudi Arabia and
the United States that, with minor
deviations, existed since the end of
World War II.
Indeed, relations between the
two countries have reached their
nadir since the two countries first
established a partnership under
President Franklin D. Roosevelt
and King Abdelaziz ibn Saud.
Meanwhile, US Secretary of State
John Kerry led this misadventure of US foreign policy in what

became the Obama’s White House
policy (or rather lack thereof) in
dealing with Syria’s civil war.
Washington perhaps expected
Tehran to be somewhat thankful
and a tad less abrasive in recognition of its support in having international sanctions lifted over the
nuclear talks. Perhaps Washington
believed — erroneously — that the
Iranians would be thankful and
somewhat more helpful in securing
the oil-rich region from the immediate threat posed by the Islamic
State (ISIS).
But with the ink not yet dry
on the agreement, the Islamic
Republic returned to its old habits
of promoting anti-American sentiments and encouraging continued
calls of “Death to America”. Friday
sermons in mosques across the
land continued to call for the destruction of the United States and
the death of Americans. Hardly
the way one treats potential allies,
is it?
The shortcoming of the US
foreign policy is undoubtedly
Washington’s naiveté in falsely
thinking that other countries and
other entities will act and react in
manners similar to its own.
Indeed, Iran’s growing arrogance and contempt towards both
Saudi Arabia and the United States
reflects the failure and bankruptcy

of the fatuous Obama-Kerry-Susan
Rice policy.
The Washington trio really assumed that freeing up Iran’s frozen
assets would bring the Islamic
Republic back into the fold of the
international community.
Talk about taking one’s dreams
for reality.
Washington observers say there
was a feeling around the Obama
White House that perhaps Iran
would help fill the power gap in the
region and join the United States in
fighting ISIS.
Still, the United States continues
to mindlessly appease Iran, failing
to realise that there is potentially a
far greater threat to the region and
beyond than the now shrinking
ISIS. The Iranians don’t bother to
hide the fact.
Furthermore, not only had
Washington miscalculated on Iran
politics and policies but it also
failed to predict Russia’s entry into
the conflict giving Moscow a far
sturdier footing in the Mediterranean than it ever had, even under
the Soviet Union.
Talk about erroneous foreign
policies.

they advance and occupy more
territory. By contrast, the rebel
forces are experiencing a
shortage of weapons.
It seems that the Syrian
government’s tactic of one small
bite at a time is working. In
recent days, entire regions which
had been under rebel control for
three years have fallen to the
Syrian armed forces. At the same
time, strikes by Russian planes
forced new waves of migration
towards Turkey, which made
clear that it seriously wishes to
grab what it can of the fragmented and crumbling entity
south of its borders while there is
time for it to do just that.
In the opposite camp, Russia
cannot claim that it has seriously
damaged or limited the capabilities of the Islamic State (ISIS),
whose fighters appear unruff led
and in control of their territories.
Recent declarations by Brigadier-General Ahmed Asiri,
adviser to the Saudi defence
minister, have had the effect of a
bomb. Asiri insisted that Saudi
Arabia was willing to commit

ground troops to the war against
ISIS. This development means
that the battle zone in Syria is
likely to expand and that the
next round of the UN-sponsored
peace talks, slated by de Mistura
for February 25th in Geneva, is
likely to repeat the same outcome as the first one, namely
nothing.
In the middle of all this
brouhaha, the Syrian regime
seems collected and confident,
eagerly awaiting the conclusion
of the mission of the Russian
forces in Syria. This mission
seems to have been that of
drawing the borders of the future
Alawite state mentioned by
British Foreign Secretary Philip
Hammond.
In the meantime, millions of
Syrians inside and outside the
country continue to go through
hell.

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

Syrian hell unleashed

Thayer az-Zaazou

The inferno does
seem likely to be
letting up soon.

U

N Secretary General
Ban Ki-moon chose
the word “hell” to
refer to how serious
living conditions in
Syria have become
following almost five years of
bloody conf lict. The inferno
does not seem likely to be letting
up soon and the international
body over which Ban presides is
at a loss for a solution which
would stop the bloodshed.
Ban’s comment came after the
first round of the Geneva 3 talks,
which resulted in nothing
of importance. UN Envoy
not Staffan de Mistura could
hardly hide his disappointment at not being able to
bring together the belligerent parties in one session.
For four days, he shuttled
between their places of
residence trying to bridge
the gap between positions and
points of view but he knew from
the beginning that his mission
was almost impossible.
One of the reasons for such an
assessment has to do with the

Syrian government’s delegation,
which had gone to Geneva
carrying a clear declaration of
war. Not once did the delegation
indicate any desire to reach a
peaceful solution.
The opposition delegation had
insisted on implementing UN
Resolution 2254 as a prerequisite
for the talks. The resolution calls
for an immediate ceasefire and
the lifting of the siege on certain
zones and allowing aid to the
civilian population to go
through. This has not happened
and is not going to happen soon.
All signs from the field indicate
that the war goes on unabated.
Russia has increased its sorties
despite the announcement by its
government that it is serious
about achieving a peaceful
settlement of the Syrian conf lict.
At the same time, it will not stop
fighting those it calls terrorists,
even though 70% of the victims
are civilians.
Russian forces continue to
provide intensive air cover for
Syrian government forces and
their Iranian militia allies as

Thayer az-Zaazou is a Syrian
writer. His commentary was
translated and adapted from the
Arabic. It was initially published in
Al-Arab daily newspaper.
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Saudi-UAE offer to send troops ups stakes in Syria war
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

T

he international response
to the prospect of Saudi
Arabia and the United
Arab Emirates sending
ground troops to Syria
to fight the Islamic State (ISIS) has
been polarising, with reactions
ranging from officials and pundits
lauding the announcement to others declaring it the start of a wider
regional war.
“The kingdom is ready to participate in any ground operations
that the coalition (against ISIS)
may agree to carry out in Syria,”
Saudi Defence Ministry spokesman
Brigadier-General Ahmed Asiri told
Al-Arabiya TV. That sparked speculation and questions regarding the
mechanics of such a deployment
and the geopolitical gains and risks
that could come with it.
Just days after the Saudi revelation, UAE Minister of State for
Foreign Affairs Anwar Gargash
announced that the United Arab
Emirates was prepared to send
ground troops to fight ISIS in Syria.
He stressed that any deployment
would be relatively small.

The Saudi
declaration was
welcomed by US
Secretary of Defense
Ashton Carter and
the White House.
“We are talking about troops on
the ground that will lead the way,
that will train, that will support
and so forth. And I think our position remains the same and we will
have to see how this progresses,”
Gargash said, adding that US leadership would be a prerequisite.
Reiterating the need for US participation in leading the ground
effort was Saudi Foreign Minister

Adel al-Jubeir, who earlier said:
“The coalition will operate the way
it has operated in the past, as an
international coalition, even when
there is a ground-force contingent
in Syria.”
He added there would be no international coalition against ISIS
in Syria if the United States did not
lead the effort.

“The kingdom is
ready to participate
in any ground
operations that the
coalition (against
ISIS) may agree to
carry out in Syria.”

The Saudi declaration was welcomed by US Secretary of Defense
Ashton Carter and the White House,
where spokesman Josh Earnest
said the ground troops announcement was a response to Carter’s
plea for coalition partners to step
up efforts in the fight against ISIS.
“So we certainly welcome the
announcement from our partners
in Saudi Arabia that they would
be prepared to ramp up their commitment militarily to this effort,”
Earnest said. During a visit to Nellis Air Force Base in Nevada, Carter
echoed the sentiment and stressed
that “it’ll be easier to sustain the
defeat and it’ll be also easier to
accomplish all the non-military
aspects of the defeat if other countries that are part of the coalition
accelerate their efforts at the same
time”.
Regarding the possible motivations behind the announcement
Jamal Khashoggi, a Saudi journalist
and former adviser to Saudi Prince
Turki al-Faisal, says is meant to galvanise US support.
“I think it’s a statement and a
reply to US accusations and the
blame game that the Saudis are not
doing enough to fight ISIS, so we
are saying ‘OK, we are prepared to
send in ground troops, what about

A file picture shows UAE armed forces military personnel returning from Yemen in November 2015.
you?’” Khashoggi said.
Khashoggi stressed that an upcoming visit by Saudi Defence Minister Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz to Brussels to
engage with the anti-ISIS coalition
is an indicator of how serious the
moment is.
The timing of the ground troops
proposal comes after efforts to
kick-start UN peace talks in Geneva
between warring factions involved
in the more than 5-year civil war
failed. The United States and Saudi
Arabia support Syrian rebels at war
with the Assad regime, which is
supported by Russia, Iran and different offshoots of Hezbollah.
The Saudi ground troops proposal was met with unusual vitriol
from Assad supporters, particularly from Iran’s Islamic Revolution-

ary Guards Corps (IRGC).
“(The Saudis) have made such
a claim but I don’t think they are
brave enough to do so… Even if
they send troops, they would be
definitely defeated… it would be
suicide,” the head of the IRGC Major-General Mohammad Ali Jafari
was quoted as saying.
However, according to Khashoggi, Saudi Arabia will never accept
an Iranian victory in Syria, describing it as a “Saudi strategic condition” while also highlighting that
the kingdom has excused all efforts
to resolve the crisis in Syria, including withdrawal of support from the
rebels.
“When the Saudis met with Syrian intelligence chief Ali Mamlouk,
which was considered unorthodox,
they offered to stop backing the

Syrian rebels under the condition
that Iran and Hezbollah also withdraw, and, of course, we know that
did not happen.” he added.
Saudi Arabia and the UAE were
two of the first Arab countries to
join the US-led anti-ISIS coalition
conducting air strikes on the terrorist group in Syria. At the end of 2015
Riyadh announced the formation
of a military alliance made up of
34 Muslim countries to combat regional terrorism. The coalition will
tackle “the Islamic world’s problem
with terrorism and will be a partner
in the worldwide fight against this
scourge”, Prince Mohammed said
at the time.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the
Gulf section editor of The Arab
Weekly.

Why the Saudis offered to send ground forces to Syria

View poi nt

Martin Sieff

T

he revelation that
Saudi Arabia has
offered ground forces
to participate in an
international force to
fight in Syria signals
once more the abandonment by
Riyadh of an 82-year Saudi policy
to steer clear of regional military
conflicts.
That policy has proven for a
while of inestimable value to the
desert kingdom.
In the 1950s, Egypt’s charismatic leader Gamal Abdel Nasser
seemed destined to sweep all
before him in a Soviet-supported
revolutionary tide across the Middle East. But then Nasser made
the mistake of sending ground
forces into Yemen to back a socialist regime against traditional
tribal rebels. The Egyptians got
sidetracked and exhausted in that
long, futile struggle.
Saddam Hussein seized full
power in Iraq in 1978. Within a
year he plunged into an 8-yearlong, bloody war with Iran. Only
three years after that conflict ended, Saddam even more recklessly
invaded neighbouring Kuwait in
1990 and menaced Saudi Arabia.
This led to the destruction of
Iraq’s army by a US- and Saudi-led
coalition.
Why then has Riyadh aban-

doned such a venerable policy
that has served it so well for so
long?
Saudi comments about possibly
intervening in Syria reflect the
clear recognition that Riyadh has
no confidence whatsoever in the
fatuous US “training” programmes
to create yet more worthless forces that melt away on first contact
and cannot stand by themselves.
This pattern has repeated
itself across the Middle East, the
Maghreb and vast regions of Eurasia so often over the past 14 years
that it seems to reflect a long-lasting psychosis or irrational compulsion to mindlessly repeat the same

fatuous and futile mistakes.
US President Barack Obama has
admitted that the United States
cannot withdraw its air force and
military “advisers” from Afghanistan: If it did, that country’s
national army, created and trained
by US experts, would collapse in
the face of the revived Taliban.
The much vaunted Free Syrian
Army and other US-trained forces
in Syria, on whom hundreds
of millions more dollars were
lavished, never even got off the
ground.
Iraq’s National Army, the pride
and joy of Pentagon planners, disintegrated in the summer of 2014

The much vaunted Free
Syrian Army and other
US-trained forces in Syria,
never got off the ground.
Saudi troops at their base in Yemen’s southern port city of Aden.

Riyadh
has no
confidence
whatsoever
in the
fatuous US
“training”
programmes.

against Islamic State (ISIS) forces
vastly inferior to it in numbers and
equipment.
Yet US policymakers have
learned nothing. They remain determined to repeat the failed and
discredited policies of George W.
Bush, Donald Rumsfeld and Paul
Wolfowitz. New forces in Iraq are
now being trained. It is clear that
Libya’s turn will come next.
Why have all these efforts failed
so miserably?
First, neo-colonialist foreigners
of a different culture and religion
cannot motivate any force they
recruit with discipline, morale and
the willingness to fight and die.
Only well-established governments in the region that have not
been imposed by foreign powers
far across the oceans can do that.
Second, the corruption and
incompetence of US army-building
exercises have been repeatedly
documented since the Vietnam
war. But this lesson has never
been learned.
That is why Saudi King Salman
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud and his advisers have — reluctantly but with
clear eyes — concluded that the
next US efforts to build “the best
armed forces ever” will utterly fail
in Syria, just as they have done in
so many other places.
Sending ground forces into Syria
has many dangers of its own but
relying on American “expertise”
to do the job of restoring stability
and order would be far worse.
Martin Sieff is a senior fellow
of the American University
in Moscow and the author of
Gathering Storm: The Seventh
Era of American History and the
Coming Crisis that will Lead to It.
(Amazon-Kindle, 2015).
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Iraq kidnapping disrupts Gulf ‘sport of kings’
Tom Finn

Doha

E

very year the houbara
bustard, a rare desert bird
whose meat is prized by
Arab sheikhs as an aphrodisiac, migrates from
Central Asia to the far reaches of
Iraq and Pakistan in search of a mild
climate and a place to breed.
Its arrival sets off another migration as scores of wealthy Gulf Arabs
descend on Iraq to hunt the bird
with trained falcons through the
winter months.
But the kidnapping of 26 Qataris,
including members of the country’s
royal family, while they were hunting in the Iraqi desert in December,
has highlighted the risks of pursuing the “sport of kings” at a time of
heightened regional turmoil.
No one has claimed responsibility for the kidnappings, which
happened in a region dominated
by Shia militias but it is clear that
the immense wealth of Qatar and
the Doha government’s successes
in freeing political prisoners in war
zones have made its citizens prey
to those seeking to raise money or
exploit the Gulf state’s diplomatic
clout.
“The kidnapping of the Qatari
hunters dealt a painful blow to the
reputation of all the southern areas
of Iraq,” said Abdul Rahman Hammoud, chief of the Iraqi Hunters
Association in Samawah, where the
Qataris were kidnapped.
“We are a tribal community and
Gulf hunters are our guests. After
the abduction, not a single hunter
from the Gulf is coming to Iraq
anymore, fearing from being kidnapped. It will take a long time to
repair the damage and convince
Gulf hunters to resume their Iraq
trips.”
It is perhaps the world’s most
elaborate blood sport — cargo
planes fly tents, luxury jeeps and
falcons worth hundreds of thousands of dollars to custom-built
desert airstrips.
Mega-rich owners often keep
their falcons in vast air-conditioned rooms and free-flying aviaries. They often use helium-filled
balloons and drones to train the
birds at higher altitudes.
Local communities can benefit
from the hobby, which for decades has seen Arab elites channel

A Qatari man prepares to release his falcon during the Qatar International Falcons and Hunting Festival at Sealine desert.
cash — via hunting permit fees
and jobs — into remote corners of
the Middle East and beyond.
To curry favour with local communities whose land they descend
upon to pursue prey, Arab hunters have built roads, schools and
mosques in such places as Pakistan’s Balochistan province and
Afghanistan’s Helmand. Residents
also benefit from the internationalstandard airstrips that can spring
up. New four-wheel-drive vehicles
brought in for the hunting season
are sometimes left behind as gifts
for local leaders.
Critics, though, say hunting with
falcons, a practice Arab nomads
used to survive in the desert, is today a reckless hobby that threatens
the houbara, a dwindling species,
and funnels money into areas controlled by militias.
The tradition of falconry is
thought to date back thousands of
years in the Middle East, and for

centuries, nomadic hunters relied
on falcons but rapid urbanisation
and population growth, fuelled by
the discovery of oil, swallowed the
desert breeding grounds and habitats of falcons and their prey.

Scores of wealthy
Gulf Arabs descend
on Iraq to hunt the
bird with trained
falcons through the
winter months.
In the 1960s, falconers began to
extend their hunting grounds into
Iran, Iraq and Pakistan as well as
Azerbaijan, Mauritania and Morocco to hunt in areas that cover thousands of square kilometres.
“It is dangerous,” said Mohammed al-Khater, a student at Qatar
University who trains and breeds
falcons. “The hunters fly into hotspots because it’s where you find

ISIS threat lingers in Saudi Arabia
The Arab Weekly staff

Riyadh

S

audi Arabia was the site of a
terrorist attack for the second week in a row when a
car bomb was detonated in
Riyadh. The Islamic State
(ISIS) claimed responsibility for the
bombing, a reminder of the group’s
danger to the kingdom.
The explosion in the Al-Azizia
district on February 8th damaged a
number of vehicles but no one was
hurt, authorities said. The car used
in the attack belonged to a member
of security services, making it likely
the person was being monitored by
ISIS.
The SITE Monitoring Service,
which tracks jihadist threats, reported that a statement released on
the Telegram social messaging platform was attributed to ISIS’s Amaq
news agency and said the blast was
caused by a “sticky bomb” attached
to the vehicle of a member of the
Saudi armed forces.
The January 29th attack on a Shia
mosque was more devastating, killing four people and injuring 18 others. According to Saudi counterterrorism authorities, a terrorist set
off an explosives-laden vest after
security forces stopped him near
the al-Rida mosque — the apparent

Major-General Mansour al-Turki, a security spokesman from the
Saudi Interior Ministry, during a news conference in Riyadh.
target of the attack — in the eastern
Al-Ahsa region. A suspected accomplice was taken into custody after
worshippers in the mosque subdued
him.
Although there was no claim of responsibility, the sectarian nature of
the bombing fit the modus operandi
of ISIS, which prompted 50 Saudi
Shia clerics to sign a petition condemning the attack on the mosque

and urge officials to deal with sectarian incitement in a decisive manner.
Security has been increased
around mosques in the eastern
province, where most of the kingdom’s Shia minority live, following
a string of attacks targeting Shia
mosques in 2015. Security personnel
routinely search visitors heading to
houses of worship.

the most prey. It’s a risk — but then,
it’s their passion.”
The hunts have proved divisive.
The global houbara population is
estimated at 79,000-97,000, according to BirdLife International, which
lists the bird as “vulnerable”. It says
the population has declined by onethird or more over the last 20 years
due to hunting and habitat loss.
A 2015 ruling by Pakistan’s Supreme Court banning hunting of
the houbara — after complaints
from conservationists that the bird
was at risk of extinction — was overturned in January when the government argued it damaged relations
with Gulf states, key investors in
the country.
A senior Saudi prince and his entourage killed 2,100 houbara during
a 21-day hunt in 2014, according to
an official report leaked to Pakistani
news media.
Hunters say they breed houbara
to replace those they kill and com-

plain that the royal visits are being
unnecessarily politicised.
Farooq Al-Elji, a falconer who
works for the Al Gannas Society, a
Qatari association of hunters, defended the practice.
“These people are falconers, you
cannot take that away from them.
Even if you take the trips away, it is
in their personality. Every human
emotion is connected to being a
falconer. It’s very deep-rooted,” he
said.
“It’s a traditional trip. They like to
maintain it to recapture the mood
of being a survivor in the desert.
That’s the beauty of it — it’s a wonderful vacation for them.”
But the vacation is over for now,
at least in Iraq.
In the wake of the kidnappings,
Colonel Mahmoud Abbas at Iraq’s
Interior Ministry said Gulf citizens
would no longer be able to secure
visas “until further notice”.
(Reuters)

The Saudi Interior Ministry has
appealed to the Saudi populace for
help, offering financial incentives
for information that leads to thwarting terrorist operations.
Interior Ministry spokesman Major-General Mansour al-Turki, at a
news conference following the latest attack, said the ministry is offering 7 million riyals ($1.9 million) for
information that directly prevents
terrorist attacks. There is also a 1
million riyals ($266,000) reward for
credible information on the whereabouts of terrorists.
The announcement of the bounty
coincided with the arrest of Saudi
soldier Salah Al-Shahrani and his
wife for their alleged involvement
in an attack that killed 12 members
of the kingdom’s special forces in
Abha, in the south-west of the kingdom.
After the mosque attack, the Interior Ministry announced the arrest of 33 terror suspects, including
nine US nationals. Following the announcement, a number of US officials told Reuters news agency that
the United States could not confirm
that any Americans were among the
33 suspects detained.
US State Department spokesman
John Kirby said Washington was
looking into the arrests. He said he
was not aware that the department
had been notified through official
channels of the arrests, which were

listed on a website affiliated with
the Saudi Interior Ministry.
A diplomatic source told The Arab
Weekly, on condition of anonymity,
that the State Department was following up on the matter.
In 2014, Saudi Arabia designated
ISIS a terrorist organisation and it
and its Gulf neighbours joined a
US-led military coalition attacking
ISIS in Syria, which some feared
would result in a regional jihadist blowback. In 2015, ISIS claimed
responsibility for three attacks on
Shia mosques in the eastern region
of Qatif, which killed more than 25
people.
A mass execution, in which a
group, most of whom were jihadists, was put to death January 2nd,
prompted ISIS to threaten to destroy Saudi prisons holding jihadists.
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab
Emirates are members of a US-led
international coalition conducting
air strikes on ISIS targets in Syria
and Iraq and both countries have
said they were prepared to commit
ground troops to that fight.
The kingdom also works closely
with Washington in its war against
al-Qaeda and other terrorist groups.
Saudi security authorities in July
said they had foiled operations
sponsored by ISIS and arrested
more than 400 individuals allegedly affiliated with the group.
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In Iraq, low oil prices are
bigger threat than ISIS
Harvey Morris

London

T

umbling world oil prices
are emerging as a greater
threat to the functioning
of the Iraqi state than the
depredations of the Islamic State (ISIS).
Prices for benchmark crude oil
have plummeted by almost 70%
since mid-2014, to around $30 a
barrel. That translates to less than
$25 a barrel for Iraq’s relatively
heavy crude. Production is on the
rise — Iraq announced its second
best export total — but the oil is
going into a glutted market that is
causing problems for all producers.
Unlike most of them, however,
Iraq is having to cope with an economic crisis at the same time as it
is fighting a war. In 2015, $13 billion
of an annual budget of about $100
billion went to the military and the
fight against ISIS.
In the semi-autonomous territory of the Kurdistan Regional
Government (KRG) the situation
is, if anything, even worse, exacerbated by a recurring budget dispute
with Baghdad. Authorities have
responded by cutting government
salaries as much as 75% for highranking officials and by seizing
funds from local branches of the
Iraqi central bank.

Baghdad depends on
oil for 90% of its
annual revenue.
Fuad Hussein, a member of a
senior KRG delegation that went to
Washington in January to explain
the severity of the crisis, told the
Americans: “If this financial crisis continues, it will have a great
effect on the front lines. You cannot send your fighters with empty
stomachs to the fight.”
The central government, meanwhile, is issuing treasury bills and

bonds to cover a 24% deficit in the
2016 budget after slashing public
spending 40% in 2015 and tapping
its foreign exchange reserves. Iraqi
Finance Minister Hoshyar Zebari
told Sky News that the government
has introduced sales taxes and cut
some costly military contracts not
deemed vital to the war.
Baghdad depends on oil for 90%
of its annual revenue. Much of that
income goes on paying publicsector salaries, a factor in ensuring public support for the government. However, with prices rising
and businesses being forced to
shut down, there are fears the economic crisis could further destabilise a society already riven by sectarian conflict.
Even without the oil price shock,
Iraq faces severe economic challenges. The steep decline in revenue has simply made them worse.
When Prime Minister Haider alAbadi appointed Zebari as finance
minister in late 2014, the crude
benchmark was double what it is
now, although already on a slide
from levels of around $100 a barrel.
Nevertheless, Zebari discovered
that the Treasury cupboard was almost bare. “Iraq is going through a
difficult financial crisis,” he said at
the time.
A decade of war and sectarian
conflict, coupled with the corruption and nepotism that characterised the premiership of Nuri
al-Maliki, had taken its toll on an
economy that should be one of the
Middle East’s most prosperous.
That followed a previous decade of
stagnation and sanctions for which
Iraq is still paying the price.
The World Bank is among the international institutions and foreign
governments that have sounded
the alarm about the consequences
of the oil price drop. Announcing
a $1.2 billion loan for budget support to Iraq in mid-December, the
second injection in a year, the bank
said the risk involved in supporting the Iraqi economy would help
to avoid greater risks in the future.

The World Bank extended a $350
million loan in mid-2015 to pay for
basic infrastructure and public services in areas liberated from ISIS.
Despite the limited World Bank
aid, there is little sign that the
United States and other foreign
governments are prepared to directly bankroll Baghdad. “Cash
handouts like those America has
provided over the years in Iraq
and Afghanistan should be out of
the question,” the New York Times
opined in a recent editorial headlined Iraq and the Kurds Are Going
Broke. But the United States could
offer technical advice and help it
access credit from international institutions.

In 2015,

$13 billion of an annual
budget of about $100
billion went to the
military and the fight
against ISIS.
According to World Bank officials, what happens in Iraq, with
its relatively large oil-dependent
economy and its strategic location, inevitably affects the rest of
the region. “The economy’s going through an extremely difficult
time, and people’s suffering borders the unbearable,” said World
Bank Regional Director Ferid Belhaj when the latest loan was announced.
“We think that helping the Iraqi
economy recover fast and helping
Iraq stabilise will have great benefit not just for the people of Iraq
but also for the region.”
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.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi during a cabinet meeting in
January.

Kurdish Iraqi referendum call: A manoeuvre or blackmail?
Muhanad al-Hussam

Baghdad

I

raq’s autonomous Kurdish
leader asserts that the time is
ripe for his community to cast
a self-determination vote that
would eventually lead to an
independent state. However, many
Iraqis believe that Masoud Barzani’s aspirations are unrealistic and
somewhat problematic, amid internal and regional turmoil.
Since the creation of the modern Iraqi state in 1932, Kurds have
been involved in an armed struggle
against the various central governments in Baghdad over gaining independence from the Arab part of
the country.
The turning point was in 2003
when the US-led invasions toppled
Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein,
who led a crackdown on the ethnic
minority in the 1980s. Subsequently, the Kurds became a key player in
the country’s new political system
in the past decade, establishing a
self-rule area in the north while receiving about 17% of the national
budget.
Evidently, this was not enough
for the Kurds.
On January 3rd, Barzani said,
in his strongest show of desire for
statehood, that “the time has come
and the conditions are suitable
for the people to make a decision
through a referendum on their future”.
The referendum, which Iraq’s
federal government opposes be-

cause it will split off an oil-rich
area of the country long under its
control and it questions which areas the vote would cover, will raise
tensions between the autonomous
Kurdish region and Baghdad.
The region officially includes
three provinces but Kurdish forces
hold parts of four more over which
the federal government wants to
maintain control.
Kurdish forces are key US partners in the war against the Islamic
State (ISIS). Iraqi forces fled positions in various northern areas in
the summer of 2014 in the face of
advancing ISIS fighters. That allowed Kurdish forces to gain or
consolidate their control over areas
claimed by both Kurds and Baghdad.
The petroleum-rich Kirkuk province, which is mostly held by Kurd-

ish peshmerga forces, will be a
particular point of contention with
the central government due to the
wealth of natural resources there.
Therefore, economic challenges
are likely to be the biggest obstacle
to Kurdish independence and the
main impediment ahead of the referendum.
Iraq’s northern Kurdistan region
has been independently exporting
oil via Turkey from four northern
provinces since a deal brokered
with Baghdad on oil and revenue
sharing collapsed in 2015.
Baghdad and Kurdistan are facing a cash crunch because of plummeting oil prices, on which both
rely for the vast majority of their
funds. The Kurds, however, do not
have the same loans and bond markets that Baghdad can raise to keep
its finances afloat.

A man sews an Iraqi Kurdish flag bearing a portrait of Iraqi Kurdish
leader Masoud Barzani at a workshop in Erbil, on February 3rd.

Many Iraqis say Barzani’s sudden
announcement was likely motivated by his own political troubles,
having remained in power despite
the expiration of his term last August. Other issues include the
area’s financial hardships and the
costly war against ISIS.
Barzani is well aware that independence is a long way off but he is
manoeuvring.
Baghdad-based political analyst
Saif al-Azawi said the announcement “is only a new attempt by
Barzani to blackmail the central
government in Baghdad and to
consolidate his position in the politics of his area”.
Relations between the Kurds and
Shia-led governments in Baghdad
have been tense. The sides failed
to reach an agreement over several
issues, such as disputed areas and
the oil Kurds are exporting without
Baghdad’s approval — a move that
prompted Baghdad to cut funds to
the Kurds in mid-2015.
Domestically, Barzani is facing
the most serious crisis in years as
his presidency is facing legitimacy
doubts.
Last October, protesters, mainly
from opposition Goran Party, attacked and torched several offices
belonging to Barzani’s Kurdistan
Democratic Party (KDP). Several
people were killed during the protests, which were an apparent sign
of public anger over economic
hardships blamed on the regional
government.
Iraqi Kurdish lawmaker Massoud
Haider said any decision to separate Kurdistan from Iraq should be

approved by all Kurdish political
groups.
“This decision is not up to Barzani. The Kurdish parliament should
decide. Barzani is only a leader to
one party,” Haidar insisted.
He said there “is a long way to go
on the path of attaining independence in Kurdistan” as the area must
first stabilise its revenues, agree
with Baghdad on sharing oil and for
ISIS to be out of Iraq.

Many Iraqis believe
that Masoud
Barzani’s aspirations
are unrealistic and
somewhat
problematic.

“It’s too early for this separation,” he said.
Moreover, Iran and Turkey have
concerns that the emergence of
a Kurdish state on their borders
could encourage calls for similar
actions by the Kurds and other minorities in their territories.
Ahmed Amin, a Kurd from Dohuk
city in Kurdistan, said independence is a Kurdish right that should
be postponed for the time being.
“Some neighbouring countries
are not comfortable with the federalism we are enjoying,” he said.
“Only God knows how they would
react if they see independent Kurdish state on their borders.”
Muhanad al-Hussam, a
pseudonym used for safety reason,
is an Iraqi journalist who has
covered Iraq for 17 years.
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Feeling ‘rejected’ in Germany, Iraqis return home
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

I

“

t was too cold — both the
weather and the people.
I had imagined that life
would be different and that
work would be available as
well as means of recreation,” says
Salar Hama.
The 20-year-old Iraqi student is
among thousands of war-weary
migrants who made the perilous
journey to Europe dreaming of a
better life but who have since returned to Iraq.
“I did not want to stay in Sweden, which I reached with the help
of smugglers. I just could not integrate in an extremely closed and
aloof society,” Hama said. “I felt
so homesick and humiliated that I
decided to return to Erbil,” he said
referring to the capital of the Kurdistan Region in northern Iraq.
Although it cost him about
$6,000 to get to Sweden, money he
borrowed from his brother, Hama
said he did not regret returning to
Iraq only three months later. “I just
could not put up with the people
there, despite the many services
that were available, and which I
will miss here,” he said.
Journalist Mohamad Abdallah,
30, did not have an option except
to return home after he was denied
asylum in Germany, which has seen
an influx of 1.1 million migrants.

4,000

migrants have returned
to Iraq over the past six
months.
Abdallah bitterly complains of
Germany rejecting him. “I had
turned my back to everything, including a successful job, in order to
go to Germany to build my future,
as the situation in Iraq became
unbearable,” he said. “It was a

strenuous, life-threatening journey
through Turkey and Europe that
led to nothing.”
Abdallah said his asylum application was rejected just as he had
started to adapt to his new life. “It
was shocking and most distressing. I had gotten used to living
safely and without fear from the
unknown,” he said. He did not say
why he was refused asylum.
A growing number of Iraqi refugees in European countries are
choosing to return to their wartorn country, frustrated with a slow
asylum process, shattered expectations and ineligibility to file for political asylum.

“It was too
cold — both the
weather and the
people.”
Masrour Aswad, of the Iraqi
Commission of Human Rights, said
4,000 migrants have returned to
Iraq over the past six months after
suffering humiliation in European
refugee camps.
“Most Iraqi migrants who went
to Europe live in very bad conditions in overcrowded camps, suffering humiliation and bad treatment,” Aswad said. “We had to
issue temporary travel documents
for those who wanted to return but
had no papers at all.”
He said the commission interceded with countries along the migrants’ paths to show compassion,
understanding and respect to refugees who left their homes because
of life-threatening situations.
“We have also contacted all
Iraqi diplomatic missions in those
countries, as well as international
organisations, stressing the need
to monitor the conditions of migrants,” Aswad said. He added the
commission pleaded with asylum
countries to differentiate between
people displaced from areas under Islamic State (ISIS) control and
those seeking asylum for less dangerous reasons.
Still, Hakim Hamdan, who left

Iraqi refugees returning from Germany arrive at Erbil airport in Iraq, on January 27th.
his native Mosul when ISIS seized
the area, had his asylum application in Germany rejected, forcing
him to return to Iraq.
“I have suffered many calamities. First when I settled in a refugee camp in Dohuk (Iraqi Kurdistan) after fleeing my city and then
when my application was rejected
after going through the trouble of
crossing to Europe,” Hamdan said.
He said the Germans gave no
reason for rejecting his asylum request. “They just gave me a short
notice to leave the country. My desire to live safely without fear from
ISIS or other militias pushed me
to leave Iraq. We don’t know what
will happen to us now,” added
Hamdan, who is married with two
children.
ISIS’s seizure of several regions
in Iraq and the government’s inability to liberate them, in addition
to lack of jobs and work opportuni-

ties, are driving the young generation out, Ashwaq al-Jaff, a member
of Parliament, said.
She acknowledged the government’s responsibility in exacerbating the Iraqi migration crisis by
failing to resolve chronic economic
and political woes. “Iraqi youth
have become totally disheartened
by persisting political struggles
and rampant violence which shattered their hopes for a better future,” Jaff said.

“I felt so homesick
and humiliated that
I decided to return
to Erbil.”
While migrants who made it to
Europe have the option to return
to Iraq, those who died on the way
may not be repatriated for burial at
home, Aswad revealed.

“There are some 400 bodies of
Iraqi migrants who drowned in the
Aegean sea in hospital morgues in
Greek islands,” he said. “Complicated bureaucracy and high cost
[have] prevented their repatriation
though it is a very sensitive and
emotional matter for their families.”
European
countries,
overwhelmed by the influx of the refugees, have been taking measures
to stem the migrant flow. The
harshest measure was adopted by
Denmark, which approved a controversial law empowering authorities to seize cash and valuables
worth more than 10,000 Danish
kroner ($1,450) from asylum seekers to help cover expenses.
Oumayma Omar, based in
Baghdad, is a contributor to the
Culture and Society sections of
The Arab Weekly.

Empowering Iraq’s abandoned war widows
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

A

hlam Sahar lost her husband four years ago in
the sectarian violence
that has plagued Iraq
since the US invasion in
2003. She is among nearly 1 million
Iraqi widows, with few resources
to feed and raise young children.
She had little idea of what to do
next.
After her husband was killed in
2012 in an explosion in a Baghdad
market where he worked, Sahar’s
life was in total disarray. “The
loss was devastating for me and
my four children. I have no skills
to be able to find a job and had to
depend on the charity of people,”
she said.
With the help of her daughter’s
teacher, the 38-year-old woman
got in contact with the Hope Association, a local non-governmental
organisation (NGO) that assists
widows in setting up small businesses by securing microcredit
from charities and international
humanitarian organisations.

The Hope
Association is one of
the few resources
available to Iraqi
widows.
“The idea was that I allocate
a space in my house to sell baby
clothes and housewares provided
by the association. They had me
sit for training in marketing and

Iraqi war widows are offered microcredits by some
non-governmental organisations that help empower them.
the administration of small businesses. After a while, I was able to
meet the needs of my children…
I never imagined that I could do
that,” Sahar said.
Meiad Moayed turned to her
sewing skills after she was left
alone to provide for five small
children when her husband was
killed in a suicide attack in Baghdad. With no real education to be
able to find employment, Moayed
sought, unsuccessfully, to get
government assistance. She then
found a local social welfare organisation that donated a sewing machine and basic materials that allowed her to start a small business.
“I could excel in sewing, which

I mastered well. Business flourished with time and I was able to
expand my work to selling cosmetics and women’s wear in addition
to making dresses to my growing
clientele,” Moayed, 35, said.
Decades of conflicts followed by
years of sectarian slaughter in the
post-Saddam era, resulted in nearly 3 million widows, the equivalent of one-quarter of Iraq’s female
population, according to the Ministry of Social Affairs. Almost 1 million lost their husbands between
2003-13. The count does not include those who were widowed by
Islamic State (ISIS) violence, since
the terror group seized parts of
northern Iraq a year and a half ago.

According to the United Nations,
at the height of Iraq’s sectarian
war in 2006, as many as 100 women were widowed each day. Many
live in horrible conditions; an estimated 25% do not have daily access to water and others live on the
streets or in public parks with their
children. About 40% can’t afford
to send their children to school.
The Hope Association is one
of the few resources available to
Iraqi widows. Since its inception
before 2003, the group has worked
on empowering widowed women
with few resources and little education.
“We have an army of widows
who are largely neglected by the
government. It is an alarming situation and the Iraqi government
must take responsibility and react urgently to provide monthly
compensation for them, especially
under the existing security and
economic conditions,” Hope Association President Hana Adroud
said.
Microcredit programmes by
NGOs such as Adroud’s are not
sufficient to address the issue of
widowhood in Iraq, Adroud says.
“Ensuring funds for a simple project entails the support of foreign
humanitarian associations,” she
said. “But the assistance provided
does not cover the large numbers
of cases registered with us.
“For instance, we have recently
secured loans for five widows
with the support of a Swedish humanitarian group which offered a
small amount that did not exceed
$10,000.”
As the number of widows increased, the nominal amount of

government aid available has been
stretched thin. Only one-sixth of
Iraqi widows receive federal aid,
amounting to $34-$81 a month.
To receive the benefits, a widow
must be well-connected, and even
then, the small amount does not
come close to covering a family’s
needs.
Ammar Monem, an official at
the Ministry of Labour and Social
Affairs, pointed out that the ministry has given more than 10,000
interest-free, 8-year loans with a
1-year grace period to fund small
businesses under the government’s strategy to reduce poverty.

At the height of
Iraq’s sectarian
war in 2006, as
many as 100 women
were widowed each
day.
“Widows and divorcees heading their households, in addition
to the poor who are suffering from
handicaps and the beggars benefited from these loans,” Monem
said, noting that the allocated
funds totalled $388 million over
the past three years.
Nonetheless, needs are huge
and remedies insufficient, said
Adroud.
“The government has huge
means that it should invest properly in the service of the Iraqi
people, especially in empowering
widowed women who are shouldering much bigger responsibilities due to the current situation.
This is instrumental for the country’s recovery,” she added.
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In Egypt, Sufis form their own parties
Ibrahim Ouf

Cairo

T

he man preaching in a
northern Cairo mosque
during a recent Friday
prayer did not launch
into the usual diatribe
against the West, Jews or “unfair”
Arab rulers. He only advised the
people in front of him to be honest, sincere and true descendants
of the Prophet Mohammad.
“Life is so fleeting and if we
spend it lying to and harming each
other, there will be no good in it,”
the preacher said. “You are, God
says in the Quran, the best nation
to have been raised up for humankind. So let us be so.”
In this, the sheikh was breaking away from the usual discourse
of the Muslim Brotherhood and
Salafist preachers who controlled
Egypt’s mosques in recent years.
Almost everyone sitting before
the preacher knew he had Sufi
leanings, even if he did not explicitly state them. He is one of thousands of preachers taking the place
of the Muslim Brotherhood and
the Salafists in Egypt’s mosques.
Egypt’s government, observers
say, is playing the Sufis against the
Muslim Brotherhood and the ultraorthodox Salafists to get rid of the
last two groups.

Some estimates put
the number of
Egyptian Sufis at
more than 20
million.
In addition to a presence in the
pulpit, Sufis have established political parties for the first time.
They have representatives in parliament and are entering decisionmaking circles after years of marginalisation.
A Sufi figure had been appointed
adviser to the imam of al-Azhar,
Sunni Islam’s highest seat of learning. Sufis were on the panel that

Sufi procession on al-Azhar street during the Prophet’s Birthday.
drafted Egypt’s constitution in
2014.
“Sufis just fit into the current
authorities’ vision of how moderate Islam should be,” said Ashraf
Abul Saud, a researcher into the
political evolution of Egypt’s Sufis.
“This is why they have support at
the highest level.”
Some estimates put the number
of Egyptian Sufis at more than 20
million. They are a strong part of
popular and religious culture with
their colourful religious celebrations.
Sufis, though, have abstained
from politics. Their recent turn,
observers say, stemmed from
when their very existence was
threatened by the Muslim Brotherhood and the Salafists.
The Sufis, Ali Abul-Kheir, another expert said, are viewed by
the Brotherhood and the Salafists
as heretics who have nothing to

do with Islam. “This is why they
came under perpetual attack when
the Brotherhood was in power,” he
said.
Sufi concentrations were attacked,
mosque mausoleums — cherished
by the Sufis — were destroyed and
Sufi practices came under fire from
both the Muslim Brotherhood and
Salafists.
The Religious Endowments Ministry, which controls the nation’s
more than 110,000 mosques, says
it does not give special favour to
the Sufis. “We keep mosques away
from politics,” Mohamed Abdel
Razik, a senior ministry official,
said.
There still seems, however, to
be more to the ongoing empowerment of the Sufis than the mere
desire of the authorities to use
them against the Brotherhood and
Salafists.
Egyptian President Abdel Fat-

tah al-Sisi, who enjoyed strong Sufi
support during the June 2014 election, is said to be a Sufi.
The president’s support to the
peace-loving and moderate Sufis
comes at a time when Egypt faces
a stubborn Islamist-led militancy
in the Sinai peninsula.

Sufis have
established political
parties for the first
time.
Abul Saud said, apart from their
peace-loving nature, the Sufis fit
into Sisi’s vision for what Islamist
groups should be.
“First, they do not have the
dream of ruling,” Abul Saud said.
“In this, they differ from the Brotherhood and the Salafists, which
want to rule and impose Islamic
law.”

Alaa Abul Azayem, the chief of
al-Tahrir, one of three Sufi parties
on Egypt’s political stage, agreed,
saying: “Ruling a country like
Egypt is a very heavy burden, in
fact. We only ask God to help President Sisi.”
Nevertheless, as much as they
were motivated by threats to their
presence, the Sufis’ turn to politics
also threatens their presence. The
God-fearing and peace-loving Sufis
were primarily admired for their
asceticism and devotion to God.
“This means that, by being politically involved, the Sufis will
change their very ascetic nature,”
Abul Saud said. “This can in the
future make their followers stay
away from them, which threatens to bring the whole Sufi house
down at the end.”
Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian
journalist based in Cairo.

Syria’s Sufis persecuted by ISIS, al-Nusra Front
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

F

ollowers of Sufi orders,
labelled “heretics and
apostates”, have been systematically targeted by
extremists advocating a
hard-line interpretation of Islam.
In Syria, al-Qaeda affiliate al-Nusra
Front and the Islamic State (ISIS)
have killed and imprisoned descendants of Sufi leaders and their
followers, wrecked their shrines
and accused them, among other
things, of being supporters of the
Syrian regime.
However, jurists and religious
scholars in Syria agree that the Sufis
of Syria and Iraq have “pure hearts
true to the teachings of Prophet
Mohammad, are firm believers in
the one and only Allah (God) and
follow orders and schools that purify the heart.”
Sheikh Abdulhamid al-Kandah,
mufti of northern Syria’s Hasakah
province, stressed that the two
well-known Sufi orders in Syria and
Iraq — the Qadiriya Order founded
by Sheikh Abdul-Qadir Gilani and
the Rifa’iya Order founded by
Sheikh Ahmad Al-Rifa’i, as well as
their offshoots, such as the Naqshbandi Order — are schools of faith
whose aims are to find grace with
Allah and pledge total allegiance to
the Prophet and his descendants.
Kandah argued that Sufism principles defied ISIS authoritarian ideology. “ISIS ideology refuses such
(Sufi) views and considers ISIS’s
leader as the only and true caliph

who must be obeyed and acknowledged by all Muslims. Because of
this ideological conflict, the Sufi
orders and their shrines have become the target of ISIS’s ire and retaliation.”
Ammar Kaddour, of the Sufi order of Sheikh Muhyiddin ibn Arabi,
maintains that “Sufi philosophy is
founded on complete obedience to
Allah while ISIS ideology is founded on auto-deification”.
“They (ISIS) have usurped God’s
role in judging and punishing people. They have also accused people
of blasphemy while such judgments do not belong to human

prerogatives but are Allah’s prerogatives,” Kaddour told The Arab
Weekly.
ISIS’s campaign against the Sufis in the governorates of Raqqa
and Hasakah in northern Syria began with inviting followers of Sufi
orders to “go back to true Islamic
teachings”, as outlined under ISIS
ideology, and renege traditions and
beliefs in place for centuries.
Sheikh Fayez Sheikh Namis, descendant of Sufi leader Sheikh Namis in Hasakah, recalled how ISIS
tried to intimidate him. “In mid2014, I was contacted by some ISIS
emirs. They wanted me to pledge

Destruction of Sufi tomb headstones in the province of Raqqa
in 2015.

allegiance to their caliph, [Abu
Bakr] al-Baghdadi. When I refused,
they threatened me with the destruction of my ancestors’ and my
father’s shrine,” he said.
ISIS pulverised Sheikh Namis’s
shrine using 100 kg of explosives.
They also destroyed five other
tombs belonging to his descendants, Namis said, speaking by
phone with The Arab Weekly.
“It wasn’t enough for ISIS people
to destroy the shrines. They also
executed two of Sheikh Namis’s
great-grandchildren. They were
less than 18 and committed no
crime except being the descendants of Sheikh Namis. Moreover,
scores of young people who defended the shrines before their destruction were arrested,” he added.
The anti-Sufi campaign was initiated by al-Nusra Front, which
razed the first shrine in Ayn AlArus, north of Raqqa in 2013.
“Al-Nusra Emir Faysal al-Balu ordered a bulldozer to be brought in
to Ayn Al-Arus to raze the shrine
but the machine broke down at the
wall of the shrine,” recalls Mohamed al-Jasem, a resident of the town.
“So two members of al-Nusra
brought in explosives and blew up
the shrine. Less than 24 hours later,
they were killed in a road accident.
“The destruction of the shrine
sparked anger against al-Nusra
from the local population, both
Muslim and Christian.”
Sheikh Ahmed al-Ali, a follower
of al-Qadiriya Order, said Sufis
were targeted “because they did
not declare jihad against the Syrian government”. “The Sufi orders
were declared as forms of heresy

and their followers accused of being shabiha (pro-regime militiamen),” he said.
Even the shrines of the companions of the Prophet, including the
shrines of Ammar ibn Yaser, Abou
Ibn Ka’b and Uways Al-Qarny, were
not spared by ISIS, under the excuse that they were built by Iran
and were used to spread Shia ideology, Ali said.

Followers of Sufi
orders, labelled
“heretics and
apostates”, have
been systematically
targeted by
extremists.
More than 80 Sufi shrines and
sites were levelled in Hasakah,
Raqqa and Deir ez-Zor provinces and Aleppo countryside, all
ISIS hotbeds. These included the
1,000-year-old shrine of Ezzuddine Abu Hamza, a descendant of
al-Hussain, son of Ali ibn Abi Taleb, and the 300-year-old shrine of
Sheikh Issa Rifa’i.
In addition to the shrines, ISIS
followers systematically razed
tombs and tombstones, which they
regard as forms of heresy and religious perversion.
“In the ISIS ideology, there is no
room for moderate Islam. Only the
Wahabi version of Islam (followed
in Saudi Arabia) is recognised and
it will destroy any form of religious
moderation that stands in its path,”
according to Sheikh Mohamad Habib, a follower of the Rifa’iya Order.
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In Tunisia, Sufism is here to stay
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

S

ince the country won its
independence from France
60 years ago, Tunisia’s
modernising elites have
been tempted to confine
Sufis and their ubiquitous shrines
to the margins of society, considering them obstacles to social and
economic progress.
Average citizens and many segments of the political and intellectual elites are now, however,
eyeing centuries-old Sufism as a
means of individual and collective
healing as the country faces a multifaceted crisis with complex and
overlapping economic, political
and spiritual problems.
Old mores have been swept by
a mostly Westernised lifestyle in
every corner of the small country.
Despite the freedoms of speech
and political organisation gained
in recent years, Tunisians find
themselves
expressing
doubt
about their society’s self-image,
its identity and spiritual make-up.
Long accustomed to the notion of
inevitable progress, many see old
notions shaken by economic stagnation, radical Salafism and jihadist threats.

The anti-Sufi attacks
and the wave of
anger and anxiety
they stirred were
eye-openers.
Attacks at landmark tourist sites
and another against a bus carrying presidential security guards in
2015 ruined the country’ tourism
industry and shattered the selfconfidence of Tunisia — often portrayed as a bellwether of liberalism
and moderate Islam.
A recent survey by the Sigma
polling agency indicated that
43.1% of Tunisians asked said
they visit a shrine at least once in
a year, with the 11-century-old Sidi
Mehrez mausoleum in old Tunis,

the most visited shrine in Tunisia.
With almost every village, town
or city being built near or around a
shrine to a saint, zawiyas (shrines)
outnumber
Tunisia’s
2,500
mosques.
“Tunisia’s society and urban
structures are linked to the history of Sufism. Cities, towns and
villages had been built around
saint tombs or festivals such as Sid
Bouzid, Sidi Mansour, Sidi Bouali
and the likes,” said Sami Brahem,
a university professor and political scientist at the Centre for Economic and Social Studies (CERES),
a government-run think-tank.
After five decades of tight state
control over religious and cultural
life, society has yet to find a clear
approach towards religion. The
current fluid situation generates
anxiety about the country’s identity as Islamist extremists see a void
they think they can fill.
The potential role of Sufism
grabbed attention when hardline
Salafists attacked the symbols
of re-emerging Sufism in 2012,
burning or damaging more than
40 shrines, including that of Sidi
Bou Said, a saint whose tomb and
shrine overlook the bay of Tunis.
“This (spate of attacks) is only
the beginning. They (the Salafists)
will follow by destroying the archaeological sites of Carthage, El
Jem and Dougga. Then, they will
force the men to grow beards and
women to wear the niqab. They
have a whole strategy to change
the country,” warned Mazen Cherif, a Tunisian scholar and leading
Sufi figure.
The anti-Sufi attacks and the
wave of anger and anxiety they
stirred were eye-openers. Sufism
attracted sympathy as a moderate
indigenous current threatened by
Wahhabi-inspired Salafism.
“Salafism has had its heyday in
crisis and distress. Today, it is time
for an Islamic renewal with its brilliant civilisation and rich culture.
Sufi Islam is the only kind of Islam
to carry the banner of peaceful
and humanistic Islam,” said writer
Farhat Othman.
“The future is for Sufi Tunisia

and with it for happiness in Islam.”
After a politically calculated refusal to choose between Sufism
and Salafism during the first years
after the revolution, Tunisia’s
main Islamist political party, Ennahda, realised that Sufism was
there to stay. Now, as Ennahda prepares to have a congress that could
transform it from a fundamentalist
to an Islamist-leaning party, some
scholars argue the need for Sufis
could become more acute.
“The spiritual and religious vacuum could widen with Ennahda
changing and the state lacking a
comprehensive Islamic policy.
Only Sufism could fill the gap and
satisfy the huge spiritual demands
of the population,” said Brahem.

43.1%

of Tunisians asked
said they visit a
shrine at least once
a year.
Other experts are less convinced
by any contribution of Sufis in a
modern society such as Tunisia’s.
“Tunisia is a rational society
now. Sufis do not fit in that kind of
society. Their strength is in mysteries and illusions,” said CERES
researcher Mohamed Toumi.
Meanwhile, many Tunisians
visit Sufi shrines, seeking individual solace amid widespread anxiety about the future as worrisome
news swirl at home and in the
country’s Arab environment.
Scholars say the importance of
these shrines lies not only in their
spiritual and religious dimensions
but also in their social role. A Sufi
shrine is erected to prove a commitment to the faith by providing
comfort and peace. In addition to
spirituality, Sufi shrines provide
food and shelter for people in
need.
The Sufis have this saying, “If it
wasn’t for bread, there will be no
prayer or faith.” Sufi shrines feed
the poor through worshipper donations.

A Tunisian Sufi man walks past framed scripture in the shrine of
Sidi Belhassen Chedly in Tunis.
There is a network of Sufi organisations in Tunisia numbering
some 30,000 followers mostly in
the southern regions of Nefta and
Redeyef.
“Because Sufis are generally not
interested in politics and are totally involved in their rituals, they
can teach people who follow them

some kind of political passivity,”
added Toumi. In turbulent times,
that could contribute to citizens’
peace of mind.
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in Tunis.
He has covered North Africa for
decades.

Hilm: Iraqi youth looking to revive Sufi music
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

T

hey are young Iraqi fighters but unlike the large
array of combatants in
their war-torn country,
their weapons are drums,
guitar and oud and their fight is
aimed at reviving Sufi music, transcending sectarian and ethnic barriers.
The Sufi band — four musicians
and an administrator, all in their
20s — came into being in 2013
taking the name Hilm, Arabic for
“dream”. It has since garnered
fame for composing songs from
poems by famous Sufi writers.
“The love of music and singing brought us together as friends
first and then as a music group.
Our common dream was to hold a
music event and to play and sing…
Focusing on Sufi music was not in
the initial plan,” noted group director Fahd Abdel Rahman.

Resilience and
perseverance are an
inherent feature of
the group.
A concert in which they featured
a song by a Sufi poet that was wellreceived by the public was the
main incentive for choosing this
pristine form of art, a branch of
Islamic religious music and a centuries-old legacy passed down in
Iraq and other parts of the Islamic
world. Hilm has since performed in
mosques and churches and partici-

pated in an Arab poetry festival.
The group’s vocalist, Mustafa
Faleh’s religious upbringing and
his knowledge of Quranic recitals
and religious intonation, helped
the musicians to develop their own
style of Sufi music, which soon became their main feature.

“Our songs deal with
religious and
humanitarian issues
based on Sufis’
work.”
“Our songs deal with religious
and humanitarian issues based on
Sufis’ work that touches closely on
the sufferings of Iraqis,” Faleh said.
“We were a bit apprehensive in
the beginning of presenting this
type of music, since it is linked to
religion and could be unwelcomed
by religious groups that have reservations on music and singing,” he
said. “However, we are keen on reviving the civil and cultural life in
Baghdad, a historical hub for poetry, music and singing, although the
political and security conditions
in the country have had a terrible
impact on culture and civil activities.”
Although the band has not faced
harassment, its members are cautious. “We try to be alert and take
into consideration certain religious
occasions to avoid possible negative reaction by Islamic fundamentalists,” Faleh said.
Shia cleric Sheikh Ghayth alTamimi, a staunch supporter of
Hilm, contended that religion “has
been emptied” of its spiritual and

Musicians of Iraqi Sufi band Hilm
humanitarian principles, overshadowed by the ideological conflict tearing Iraq apart.
“That is why we see that the
Islamists’ choices are almost exclusively violent. Backwardness
is taking place not only at the cultural and artistic levels but in all
fields of creativity,” Tamimi said,
stressing that “the best counterpart to terrorism is (singing) love
and peace”.
“The group Hilm was born in the
midst of conflict and took off amid
(gloomy) skies to express themselves through Sufi singing with all
what it has of spiritual and creative
dimensions. Their force is inherent
in their music which they invested
to (highlight) sufferings.” Tamimi
added.
The cleric lashed out at the government, which he accused of

“sponsoring violent and backward
Islamist groups”. “But this should
not hinder Hilm from growing inside Iraq, before even thinking
about seeking fame abroad. Their
success at home under the prevailing conditions will pave the way
for international recognition later
on,” he said.
Resilience and perseverance are
an inherent feature of the group.
“Despite our limited means, we
have achieved significant success
by individual efforts. The love (of
music) was the main driving force
behind our effort to found the
band Hilm,” boasted guitarist and
oud player Ali Hussein.
He pointed, however, that the
group was deeply disappointed
by the “total absence of any (official) financial or moral support”
that might drive them to leave the

country in quest for better opportunities abroad. “Our hope of a better (culture-aware) Iraq is almost a
dream that is hard to realise.”
Member of Parliament Uhud alFadali, who is on the media and
culture committee, acknowledges
governmental shortfalls, contending that “the problems plaguing
Iraq whether political, security or
economic have adverse effects on
all sectors in the country”.
“We need to have a clear and
all-embracing strategy to support
young talents and prevent their
flight outside the country. The
youth should be given the chance
to lead not only cultural life but
also the whole country,” Fadali
said.
Activist Zakra Sirsom pinned
down the regression of cultural life
in Iraq to the policies of religious
parties in power. “These parties
have no interest in music or any
other form of art. It is of utmost difficulty for musicians and singers
to gain fame and popularity in a
country which considers art as (religiously) unlawful,” said Sirsom,
deputy president of Burj Babel, a
cultural association.
Expressing her admiration for
Hilm, Sirsom said: “They are
staunch fighters. They are trying
to create beauty amid rubble.”
Sufism is defined as the inner
mystical dimension of Islam. Sufis
are best known for their performances involving “whirling dervishes”. Their sung poems aim at
introducing the audience to God.
Some Muslim opponents of Sufism
consider them outside the sphere
of Islam.
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Unity government sought to strike ISIS in Libya
raids against high-value ISIS targets
and enable local forces to launch
an offensive against the extremist group. A sense of urgency to
respond is shared by US allies. The
threat ISIS poses in Libya is the
proximity to southern Europe and
the group’s connection to Boko
Haram in Niger, which affects the
stability of West Africa’s Sahel
region and has spillover risks in
neighbouring North African countries.
With access to the Mediterranean
and a strategic location between
Tripoli and Benghazi, the West is
concerned that ISIS in Libya will become a hub for European and North
African fighters.
Yet the talk about an imminent
intervention in Libya seems to be
fading. Many governments, including Egypt and Britain, signalled a
lack of appetite to support a direct
intervention. The question remains
if Washington will intervene without political unity in Libya or without an official request from the divided new cabinet.
Baldanza said the United States
has demonstrated a willingness to
take direct action to protect America from “threats from abroad” but
will continue in parallel efforts of
“mitigating conflict, promoting
stability and strengthening governance”. She expected that these two
goals “will increasingly be mutually
reinforcing”.
If the political process fails in Libya, the United States seems keen to
act independently by striking ISIS.
Yet, without an effective national
unity government in place or local
forces willing to lead the fight on
the ground, any military intervention will have no guarantees of success.

Joe Macaron

Washington

I

n response to the growing
threat of the Islamic State
(ISIS), the United States is
weighing the potential effectiveness of a military intervention in Libya to prevent the extremist group from establishing a
foothold in Sirte, similar to those in
Mosul, Iraq and Raqqa, Syria.
Libya’s daunting domestic challenges, however, limit US options
in Libya.
Mounting pressure in Iraq and
Syria has prompted ISIS to shift
resources to Libya. US defence officials estimate that more than 6,000
ISIS fighters have arrived in Libya in
the past six months.

If the political
process fails in
Libya, the United
States seems keen to
act independently
by striking ISIS.
The presence of ISIS in Libya
started at the end of 2014 when
300 fighters left battlegrounds in
Iraq and Syria to open a new front
in North Africa. Even though an
alliance of Libyan Islamist groups
succeeded last July in expelling
the fighters from Derna, ISIS seized
control of Sirte in November.
Pentagon
spokeswoman
US
Army Lieutenant-Colonel Michelle
Baldanza told The Arab Weekly the
United States remains “deeply concerned about the growing threat” of
ISIS in Libya and said that the best
way to counter this threat is “to
help Libyans continue to build the
national consensus”.
After neglecting Libya for more
than two years, the international
community is urging warring parties to end the political crisis to focus on fighting ISIS. But the United
Nations’ peace efforts are moving
at a slow pace compared to the ex-

tremist group’s rapid expansion as
it attempts to consolidate control
over the ports of Sidra, Ras Lanuf
and Brega, which together account
for 60% of Libya’s oil production.
Most importantly, rival parties in
Libya have been more interested in
fighting each other than ISIS. The
greatest challenge of the fragile na-

tional unity government remains
to exert influence over the military
and the armed groups across the
country. Regardless of the political
dynamics, the United States did not
hesitate in November to target and
kill Abu Nabil, one of the group’s
leaders in Libya, in an air strike.
Furthermore, US commandos have

been operating in Libya for months,
collecting intelligence and assessing local forces’ readiness and willingness to fight ISIS.
The limited US intervention
will likely be similar to the one in
Syria: air strikes and aerial surveillance along with the deployment
of special operations to conduct

Joe Macaron is a political
analyst specialising in US foreign
policy in the Middle East.
He has worked on Middle East
Affairs at the International
Monetary Fund and on
counterterrorism issues at West
Point’s Combating Terrorism
Center.

Libya’s fate to be determined by terror or consensus

View poi nt

Alaya Allani

W

hat the bickering parties in
Libya need to
realise is that
what they are
squabbling
about, namely the country, is on
the brink of slipping between
their fingers.
The Islamic State (ISIS) is expanding towards oil fields in Libya
and oil tanks are ablaze; millions
of dollars are literally up in smoke,
which means no relief for the
economy for years to come.
There are credible reports about
a weapons deal between the head
of ISIS in Tripoli, Mohamed alMadhouni, and the leadership of
an armed militia in Libya and also
members of the previous parliament. International newspapers
speak of the transfer of billions of
dollars from the Libyan Central
Bank to a location outside Tripoli.
All of these are signs of an impending explosion. Some Italian
newspapers have written of foreign
military intervention in Libya.
All of the delays in reaching a
consensus on a Libyan unity government are dramatically draining
the country’s foreign currency
reserves and will make life more

The Sarraj government
must take office as soon
as possible, otherwise
secession will take place.

difficult for all Libyans. The oil and
gas infrastructure is slowly eroding
and will require the new government to engage in huge spending to
fix it. The challenge is compounded
by the significant drop in oil prices
and rampant inflation in the running of government agencies.
The Sarraj government must
take office as soon as possible,
otherwise secession will take place
and Libya will morph into several
warring fiefdoms. As threats to the
security in the region increase, the
likelihood of foreign military intervention also increases.
It is clear that many of the political factions in Libya have built their
strategies around strengthening
their positions and gaining control

of as much wealth and power as
possible. The Tobruk government,
for example, wants to guarantee
the continuous presence of General
Khalifa Haftar while the Tripoli
government insists on his departure. This particular conflict feeds
the fear of partition of the country
into independent cantons. The
“Somaliasation” scenario remains a
likely option in Libya.
Independent politicians in Libya
see no harm in creating a national
military council, with Haftar as
leader, that would answer to the
parliament and not to the government. The main responsibility of
the council would be counterterrorism.
The government, however, re-

General Khalifa Haftar (R), commander of the armed forces loyal
to the internationally recognised Libyan government, meets with
the head of Libya’s UN-backed unity government, Faiez al-Sarraj,
in the eastern town of al-Marj, on January 29th.

Whoever
is willing
to make
concessions
today will
reap tangible
benefits two
years from
now when
elections are
likely to be
held.

mains free to nominate a new chief
of the army and a new minister of
defence who will answer to the
government and not the parliament. At a second stage, other
ministerial positions will be filled
through consensus while observing
as much as possible the nominee’s
competence and qualifications for
the position.
Such a scenario could save lives
and prevent a military intervention
in Libya, speed economic recovery
and make it possible to get rid of
all extremist and terrorist movements when the weapons embargo
is lifted. Failure to reach consensus spells doom. All disastrous
outcomes become possible. A
number of Libyan politicians may
be subjected to international sanctions and may be taken to international courts of law. Bloody clashes
between various warring factions
in Libya can lead to civil and tribal
wars and that could lead to an
international military intervention.
One of the objectives of such an
intervention would be to prevent
the expansion of ISIS in the region
and beyond. Another would be
the prevention of mass migration
of refugees towards Europe in a
scenario similar to what happened
with Syrian refugees. The Libyan
people and their leaders should opt
for consensus because it is the best
and the most enduring course of
action. Whoever is willing to make
concessions today will reap tangible benefits two years from now
when elections are likely to be held.
Alaya Allani is an expert on Islamic
extremism. He teaches at the
University of Manouba in Tunis.
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More than $10 billion
pledged at Syria donors
conference
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

A

“

fter almost five years
of fighting, it’s pretty incredible that,
as we come here to
London in 2016, the
situation on the ground [in Syria] is
actually worse, not better. And the
suffering in Syria grows. It’s not diminishing,” US Secretary of State
John Kerry said to representatives
of 60 countries at the Syria donors
conference.
The February 4th meeting, led
by British Prime Minister David
Cameron, sought to deal with the
world’s worst humanitarian crisis,
just days after peace negotiations
in Geneva to end the 5-year-old
civil war were called off.

“The situation in
Syria is as close to
hell as we are likely
to find on this
Earth,” UN
Secretary-General
Ban Ki-moon said.
An atmosphere of gloom pervaded the conference, with world
leaders decrying the deteriorating
situation in Syria and calling on
the international community to do
more to address the crisis.
“The situation in Syria is as close
to hell as we are likely to find on

this Earth,” UN Secretary-General
Ban Ki-moon said.
Approximately $11 billion — the
largest amount raised in a single
day — was pledged at the London
conference, which was seeking a
“new approach” to address the crisis.

700,000

estimated Syrian
children are out of
school.
Pledges approaching $6 billion
were made for 2016. An estimated
$5 billion was pledged over the
long term to 2020.
Cameron dubbed the conference
a “future model for humanitarian relief” and sought to strike a
hopeful tone about the international community’s commitment
to Syria.
“Today has been and is a day of
hope, a day about saving lives, a
day about building futures, a day
about giving people the chance of
a future, the chance of a life,” he
said.
“If ever there was a moment to
take a new approach to the humanitarian crisis in Syria — surely
it is now.”
Cameron pledged $1.75 billion in
aid, more than doubling Britain’s
commitment to Syrian refugees to
approximately $3.4 billion.
Germany, the top destination for

Syrian asylum seekers in Europe,
remains the top pledger, promising some $1.3 billion in 2016, with
a further $1.2 billion
from 2017-20.
The European
Commission
pledged $1
billion
in
2016 and a further $1.4 billion
until 2020. The
United
States
committed $900
million in 2016,
bringing its total
commitment to $5 billion.
Britain, Japan, Norway, Saudi Arabia and the
United Arab Emirates were
the next largest donors for
2016, figures revealed.
The conference was
the fourth to address the
needs of the 6 million Syrians who have been internally displaced and the
more than 4 million refugees who have fled the country.
According to the United Nations,
more than 1.6 million Syrian refugees have sought refuge in neighbouring Lebanon and Jordan. More
than 2.5 million are in Turkey, often the last stop on an eventual
journey into Europe.
Lebanon and Jordan have struggled to deal with the massive influx of Syrian refugees, allocating
significant proportions of their national budgets.
“Looking into the eyes of my

German Chancellor Angela Merkel speaks during the Supporting
Syria and the Region conference in London, on February 4th.
people and seeing the hardship
and distress they carry, I must tell
you we have reached our limit,”
Jordan’s King Abdullah II told donors.
Another major theme of the
conference was education, with
Nobel Peace Prize laureate Malala
Yousafzai calling on donors to earmark $1.4 billion to provide education to the estimated 700,000 Syr-

ian children who are out of school.
“It is a number the world can afford. Losing this generation is a
cost the world cannot,” she said.
Jordan, Lebanon and Turkey
pledged to ensure that refugee
children in their countries would
have access to education.
Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.

Jordan hopes donor nations will honour promises
Jamal J. Halaby

Amman

C

ash-strapped
Jordan
wants to spend the hundreds of millions of dollars it was promised at
the Supporting Syria and
the Region conference February 4th
in London partly on projects that
would create jobs for Syrian refugees.
The remainder would go to infrastructure projects, boosting Jordan’s coffers and on assisting local
communities that have literally
been breaking bread with the 1.3
million Syrians the kingdom hosts.
“It is the beginning of a journey,”
Jordanian Planning Minister Imad
Fakhoury said, referring to Jordan’s
plans. He described the promised
aid as a “positive breakthrough”,
adding that Jordan would “fight aggressively” to ensure the funds are
dispersed properly.
Finding jobs for the Syrians and
spending to meet their needs in
host communities will discourage refugees from trying to get to
Europe, said Jordanian economist
Hani Hourani. “Donor nations went
by calculated steps. They’re not
just throwing money at the region,”
Hourani said.

Jordan says it has
spent $6.6 billion on
Syrian refugees
since the start of the
Syrian crisis in
March 2011.
Some $11 billion in aid to Syrians
was pledged by the London conference. It was the largest amount of
money raised in a single day for a
humanitarian crisis, British Prime
Minister David Cameron said.
With Syria’s 5-year-old civil war

still raging and another attempt at
peace negotiations called off in Geneva, the donor conference sought
to address the needs of about 6 million people displaced within Syria
and more than 4 million refugees in
other countries.
Turkey is hosting more than 2.5
million Syrian refugees. Jordan and
Lebanon are the other countries
bearing the brunt of the Syrian exodus.

Jordan has put its
schools and health
clinics at the
disposal of Syrians.
Jordan has put its schools and
health clinics at the disposal of Syrians, who have been taking jobs that
some Jordanians complain could
be theirs. Social welfare agencies
have spent 55% of their $80 million budgets, which are usually disbursed fully on Jordanians, on Syrian refugees.
The addition of 1.3 million refugees has helped stretched Jordan’s
meagre resources to the point that
power outages are frequent and water rationing more stringent.
With scant natural resources and
total dependency on foreign aid,
Jordan says it has spent $6.6 billion
on Syrian refugees since the start of
the Syrian crisis in March 2011.
A higher energy bill and the upkeep of four Syrian refugee camps
hiked Jordan’s budget deficit to $2.5
billion, five times more than pre2011 figures. Its foreign debt is estimated at $30 billion, about triple
the figure of 2010. Although unemployment was officially set at 13.8%
in the last quarter of 2015, unofficial
estimates put it at more than 30%.
In an impromptu news conference on February 8th, Jordanian
Prime Minister Abdullah Ensour
said Jordan “succeeded in attracting the attention of the international community to the burdens Jorda-

Jordan’s King Abdullah II speaks during London donor conference, on February 4th.
nians have borne due to the influx
of Syrian refugees”.
He said the conference adopted
Jordan’s “holistic approach” to the
Syrian refugees, which envisages
spending on the Syrians and their
host communities.
He said Jordan will draw up programmes to provide more economic opportunities for both Jordanians and Syrians.
Fakhoury said at the conference
that Jordan’s holistic approach was
based on three components.
The first is to shore up Jordan’s
cash reserves to enable spending
on local communities. He said that
donors pledged $700 million a year
for three years starting in 2016 to
develop services and infrastructure

in the health, education, water and
municipal sectors.
A second is to address the state
deficit. Fakhoury said donors
pledged concessionary loans worth
$1.9 billion a year through 2018. The
loans will bear a less than 1% interest rate with a grace period of at
least seven years. Repayment is to
be made in 25 annual instalments.
He said the loans were cheaper
than borrowing from local banks,
which will reduce pressure on Jordan’s public debt and help “bring it
back to safe levels”.
In addition to soft loans, Fakhoury said donors vowed to extend
grants to Jordan worth $900 million
over three years.
The third component of the plan

is to streamline Syrian labour in
Jordan by attracting investment to
five development zones across the
country, he said. That would enable the creation of jobs for both
Jordanians and Syrians, whose
status will soon be legalised. Many
Syrians had been working without
permits.
To boost that plan, the European
Union agreed to simplify procedures to allow in more Jordanian
exports in the next 10 years, Fakhoury noted. He said the step will
generate investments and create
jobs.
Annual Jordanian exports to the
European Union amount to $200
million, while imports exceed $3
billion.
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US won’t commit many boots on the ground v ISIS
Ed Blanche

Beirut

W

ith the United States
engaged in its 15th
year of war against
militant Islam, US
Defense
Secretary
Ashton Carter says he’s hoping to
expel the Islamic State (ISIS) from
the Syrian city of Raqqa and the
Iraqi city of Mosul, the key centres
of its self-proclaimed caliphate, this
year.
Given ISIS’s resilience, even after
losing some territory it seized in a
2014-15 blitzkrieg, Carter’s expectations could be described as optimistic.
US President Barack Obama is
clearly seeking to step up the fight
against the jihadists, the successors
of the 19 suicide attackers responsible for the deaths of about 3,000
people in the United States on September 11, 2001.
But military analysts and counterinsurgency specialists say he is
refusing to order a major US-led
ground offensive that they believe,
after years of the United States trying to avoid yet another messy Middle East war is the only way to crush
ISIS.

The Americans want
other powers to
provide combat
forces to support
them in Syria.
The Russians have been rolling up
rebel groups seeking to topple their
ally, Syrian President Bashar Assad,
with merciless and indiscriminate
firepower. They have been seemingly heedless of civilian casualties, using a minimal deployment of
air assets and ground forces armed
with artillery and rocket launchers.
In the coming weeks, the Russian-led offensive looks likely to
produce a victory for Assad, even if
it means shrinking the territory his
regime will control, relinquishing
regions dominated by the majority
Sunnis and building a new Shia-Alawite state that will probably include
Lebanon, where Hezbollah, staunch

ally of Shia Iran and Assad’s quasiShia regime, is the dominant force.
The main weapon Obama will
use in the stepped-up war on ISIS
is air power, which has been hammering ISIS in Syria and Iraq since
mid-2014 without decisive effect.
Says David Deptula, a retired US Air
Force general who masterminded
the crippling 40-day bombardment
of Iraq during the 1990-91 Gulf war,
that will continue unless Obama follows the Russians, who are using
cruise missiles and strategic bombers against ISIS, and declares open
season on the caliphate.
“We’re not giving air power a
chance,” Deptula says. “We could do
it in a matter of weeks, not years.”
Seeking to minimise civilian casualties “is yielding an advantage to our
adversaries that I find difficult to understand”.
Obama has shown a penchant for
secret wars, in which his administration has rarely been held accountable, and it is the US secretive Special
Operations Command, massively
expanded over the last few years as
a covert arm of the country’s policy,
that he is supposedly unleashing
against ISIS.
To support the special operations, the Americans have built an
air base — their first military installation inside Syria — by expanding a
disused airstrip south-east of Rmeilan on the eastern side of the Euphrates that was, until 2010, used by
crop dusters. A 50-man US Special
Forces unit is based there.
The area in eastern Hasakah
province is controlled by the Kurdish Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF),
which, supported by intense US air
strikes, seized the region from ISIS
in December.
US support for the SDF, which the
Turks say is an offshoot of their own
Kurdish separatists, the Kurdistan
Workers’ Party (PKK), has incensed
Ankara. It fears the emergence of an
independent Kurdish entity in Syria
will encourage their separatist cousins in the Anatolia region of southeastern Turkey.
So the Americans, who rely on
the use of the Turkish air base at
Incirlik, west of the war zone, may
find themselves with one hand tied
behind their backs in northern Syria
because of the rift with NATO ally

Combined Joint Task Force Commander Army Lieutenant-General Sean MacFarland speaks via teleconference from Baghdad, during a media briefing at the Pentagon, on February 1st.
Turkey.
The US moves in Syria are reflected in similar troop increases in
Iraq and the Americans are seeking
to form a new coalition to intervene
in oil-rich Libya, where ISIS seeks to
extend its caliphate. Europe is only
400km away, so decisive action in
Libya may take precedence over Syria and Iraq, which are less of a threat
to the West.
In Iraq, the United States wants
to intensify pressure on ISIS, which
has suffered several setbacks of late
— the Americans claim to have killed
20,000 ISIS fighters, the equivalent
of two army divisions — in their
air campaign that began in August
2014. However, ISIS remains resilient and deadly.
There are about 3,700 US troops
in Iraq, mostly on training and advisory missions. But they include
200 special operations troops who
recently got the green light to go
after ISIS leaders there and in Syria,
the most wide-ranging mandate US
forces have had since the 2011 withdrawal from Iraq.
The special forces deployed in
Syria and Iraq, possibly with more
to follow, comprise what US military
officials in Washington are rather
grandiosely calling a new “expeditionary force” in response to con-

gressional leaders’ demands for
tougher action against ISIS.
The Americans want other powers to provide combat forces to support them in Syria. The problem is
that the key US objective is to crush
ISIS rather than topple Assad, which
is what the Saudis and Turks want.
Even so, on February 4th, the
Saudis offered to send ground
troops. Bahrain and the United
Arab Emirates are likely to follow
suit. Arab diplomats report that the
Saudis, who have so far aided rebel
groups, could agree to send several thousand special forces troops
to Syria, possibly in concert with
Turkey. The bottom line seems to
be that the Americans are finally
admitting that air power alone will
not win this war against apocalyptic Muslim jihadists in a region that
gives every appearance of falling
apart and that other options must
now be explored — and fast.
It’s not clear how far the Americans are prepared to go in building
up their forces in Iraq and Syria. The
prospect of the kind of all-arms operations the Americans and British
mounted against al-Qaeda during
the eight-year occupation of Iraq,
such as the 2004 assault on Falluja
— ironically, once again in jihadist
hands — that took months of street

battles by 13,500 troops to crush 500
jihadists is no longer contemplated.
The Iraqi military’s stumbling efforts to retake territory seized by
ISIS in 2014 underline the problem
of fighting without a substantial US
ground force.
In Washington, there is more
bluster than broadsides. Carter declared on December 1st that the US
military will deploy a specialised
expeditionary targeting force to Iraq
to “put even more pressure” on ISIS
and “conduct unilateral operations
into Syria”.
Carter boasted before the House
Armed Services Committee: “We’re
at war. We’re using the might of the
finest fighting force the world has
ever known. Tens of thousands of
US personnel are operating in the
broader Middle East region, and
more are on the way.”
Some senior US officials say that
“this cracks open the door” for US
combat operations in Iraq and Syria.
On the evidence of what is under
way now, however, the US military
strategy remains highly limited and
will probably fail.
Ed Blanche is the Analysis section
editor of The Arab Weekly. He has
covered Middle Eastern affairs since
1967 and lives in Beirut.

Tapping new ways to counter extremists online
Rasha Elass

Washington

T

he United States is relaunching a multifaceted initiative to counter
online propaganda and
recruitment efforts by
violent extremists. The initiative
comes amid mounting frustration
in Washington that the Islamic State
(ISIS), al-Qaeda and other groups
continue to radicalise young people
around the world through the use
of publicly available technology,
often evading the most advanced
intelligence operations.
But the ambitious move, which
involves the US State Department
and several other government
agencies as well as high-tech private sector partners, comes with
its own challenges, including corporate and international clashes of
culture.
US President Barack Obama alluded to the plan in an address at
the United Nations last September,
saying it was not enough to fight
ISIS on the ground.
“Ideologies are not defeated with
guns. They’re defeated by better
ideas, a more attractive and compelling vision,” Obama said.
Soon after, the White House announced the programme by reaching out to top tech firms, including
Twitter, Facebook, Google and Apple, which have remained secretive
about the exact workings.
The most visible aspect is the
State Department’s Global Engage-

ment Center, which began operations in mid-January. The head of
the centre, Michael Lumpkin, also
serves as assistant secretary of defence for special operations/lowintensity conflict and his resume
includes working on the Ebola epidemic in Africa.
The centre’s objective is to support organisations worldwide that
create an alternative and positive
message to challenge extremist
narratives. Lumpkin spent a good
part of his first week on the job in
Rome discussing global partnerships with the anti-ISIS coalition
countries.
A spokesman for the State Department explained to The Arab
Weekly how the partnerships
would work.
“We want to help credible, local
organisations and civil society leaders create their own content, and to
support them and make sure they
have the ability and resources to
lead on their own,” said the official.
“Some examples range from helping tech-savvy students create their
own online content to empowering
girls who have been targeted by
extremists to inform their peers by
saying, ‘This is what happened to
me and this is what you should look
out for,’” the official said, referring
to stories by former ISIS captives.
The State Department has been
criticised for failing to effectively
combat online extremist propaganda. Critics said it has been unable to compete with the volume
of tweets by ISIS or even with the
quality and allure of its recruitment
videos. State Department officials

A 3D representation of the Twitter and YouTube logos against the
background of ISIS flag in Zenica, Bosnia and Herzegovina, on
February 3rd.
insist these are the wrong aspects
to focus on and that the main lesson learned is a need to adapt fast
to dynamic changes. One way of
doing this is to employ the scientific method of constant feedback
through data.
“As our efforts evolve, we are putting more emphasis on data analytics and expanding our analytics
efforts, so when we employ a new
messaging strategy, we’ll be able to
see quickly how the messages are
resonating and ultimately how effective it is,” said the State Department official. “The effort to counter Daesh [an Arabic term for ISIS]
propaganda is every bit as impor-

tant as the kinetic battlefield on the
ground… so we have to be patient
and flexible.”
For this approach to succeed,
the State Department must work
closely with high-tech firms that
generate such analytics, a not so
easy feat.
Ronald Marks served as a CIA officer and intelligence counsel to
the US Senate, and sits on the board
of directors at George Washington
University’s Center for Cyber &
Homeland Security. He says that,
as good as it sounds, the new initiative has major challenges to overcome. For instance, the cultural
differences between bureaucratic

Washington and dynamic, techsavvy Silicon Valley are enormous
and they have clashed in the past,
seemingly unable to work productively together.
But the State Department says
high-tech experts have enthusiastically signed on to work with the
government at “a fraction of the
pay” they might earn in Silicon Valley.
Perhaps a larger challenge for the
government is dealing with foreign
partners.
For example, what happens
when the best group to combat the
extremists’ allure happens to be too
liberal and subversive to regimes
allied with the United States in its
fight against extremism? State Department officials say the United
States cannot support groups seen
as breaking local laws, including
those related to blasphemy or forbidden dissent against the authorities. It is here major challenges may
lie.
“[The State Department] really
needs to focus on what is going to
appeal to young men and women
who are looking for something
in their lives, the young men and
women who feel oppressed where
they are… They’re stuck in their
parents’ homes unable to support
themselves and attract a partner,”
said Marks.
“And we are going to offend a lot
of status quo partners when and if
we do”.
Rasha Elass is a Washington
correspondent for The Arab
Weekly.
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ISIS cuts wages and slows operations in Iraq
Sameer Yousif
and Jamal J. Halaby

Erbil

C

oalition air strikes that
destroyed a northern Iraq
depot storing millions of
dollars of Islamic State
(ISIS) cash drove the militant group to a currency crunch,
forcing it to sharply cut salaries of
hundreds of jihadists.
The January 11th US-led coalition
air strike on the facility known as
the Mosul Bank is also affecting the
group’s mobility and has forced it
to scale back operations in Iraq and
Syria, according to a regional intelligence agent.
Several Mosul residents in contact with The Arab Weekly confirmed changes on the ground, saying ISIS in their town had launched
austerity measures.
With Mosul cut off from Sinjar, a
crucial northern city recaptured by
the Kurds, ISIS may have a difficult
time replenishing its coffers from
oil wealth generated from selling
Syrian and Iraqi oil on the black
market in Turkey, one intelligence
official said.

ISIS cited the Quran,
claiming that it
prioritises “jihad of
wealth”.
In the absence of revenues, ISIS
may also lose popularity among
young Mosul residents who were
drawn to join the group for the
financial perks they were once
promised, the official told The Arab
Weekly in Jordan.
The financial crunch came to
public eye in November after the
ISIS “financial minister”, known

as Abu Salah, was killed in US air
strikes along with two other top
ISIS leaders and about 350 fighters
near Tal Afar, 50km north-west of
Mosul.
Days before he was killed, Abu
Salah issued an urgent memo instructing local units across Iraq to
sharply cut monthly wages of jihadists. He dictated salary reductions for 3,000 fighters from about
$400 a month to about $110, according to the November 1, 2015,
memo, bearing ISIS’s logo and distributed across Iraq.
That decision was reaffirmed
by the group’s Treasury Ministry,
which issued an urgent memorandum on January 15th reasserting
the cuts, which it blamed on “exceptional circumstances”.
The Arab Weekly was shown both
documents by sources in Iraq and
the intelligence operative abroad.
ISIS did not detail what the “exceptional circumstances” were but
the latest memo followed a January 11th US-led coalition air strike
that destroyed the ISIS cash storage facility in Mosul. The group
had allegedly stored “millions” to
pay operatives and finance ongoing
operations, US and regional intelligence officials said.
“ISIS’s financial situation today is
even worse than it was in November when the first document came
out,” observed the intelligence official. He said there was a “general
decline” in the number of attacks
in Iraq claimed by ISIS.
Mosul residents said they also
noticed that perks offered to jihadists, such as a one-time payment
of $1,500 for newly-weds, was
stopped. So did ISIS’s frequent extravagant food banquets for its top
leaders.
To cope with its financial woes,
the ISIS-appointed governor of Mosul issued a fatwa in January allow-

Iraqi security forces celebrate as they hold a flag of the Islamic State group upside-down, in Ramadi,
last January.
ing militants to raise funds from
local citizens by taxing them, the
intelligence operative said.
His account was confirmed by a
Mosul resident, who said five of his
young male relatives were jihadists
working for ISIS in northern Iraq.
Publicly, ISIS said the new tax
would not affect the collection and
distribution of Zakat, or alms giving, an obligatory religious tax in
Islam, according to the Mosul resident.
To justify its decision, ISIS cited
the Quran, claiming that it prioritises “jihad of wealth”, or spending in beneficial or charitable ways,
over “jihad of soul”, according to

the documents.
In August 2015, ISIS released a
propaganda video showing the
group’s own currency of small gold,
silver and copper coins. It claimed
its 21-carat gold coin weighs 4.25
grams and was worth $139. It said
the coin could not be used outside
areas ruled by ISIS.
The Mosul resident and two
other sources in the city, however,
said the group was using US dollars
and local currency to pay its fighters, including foreigners who set
up bases in the Al-Kifah neighbourhood, south of Tal Afar.
“This area has become cosmopolitan with blond and green-eyed

foreign jihadists all over the place.
Even the ruler is Caucasian who
doesn’t speak Arabic,” observed a
resident, who identified himself as
Younes.
“We don’t dare to enter Al-Kifah,” he said. “Those who do, even
by mistake, are never back to Tal
Afar, so we assume they were killed
immediately.”
Sameer Yousif, a pseudonym used
for safety reasons, is a contributor
for The Arab Weekly from
northern Iraq. With additional
reporting by Jamal J. Halaby, The
Arab Weekly’s Levant section
editor based in Jordan.

Can ISIS be defeated militarily?

View poi nt

Oubai
Shahbandar

T

he Combined Joint
Task Force-Operation
Inherent Resolve
(CJTF-OIR) is an
impressive array of
US military and
technological prowess dedicated
to one mission: defeating the
Islamic State (ISIS). However,
the group’s resiliency and
continued capacity to hold
ground in Syria and Iraq speak to
major deficiencies in the US
strategy.
Publicly Western military
officials and politicians have
expressed renewed determination to roll back ISIS gains in Iraq
and Syria but the reality on the
ground is much more sobering.
ISIS has taken a pounding, losing
strategic terrain along the SyrianTurkish border, but the group is
far from being, to paraphrase US
President Barack Obama, degraded and ultimately destroyed.
US officials doubled down on
their rhetoric that ISIS can be militarily defeated, with US Defense
Secretary Ashton Carter recently
stressing that he remained “confident” that ISIS could be defeated
and that the US military would
seek to “accelerate that process.”
US Vice-President Joe Biden, on
the sidelines of meetings with
Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet
Davutoglu, expressed a level of
determination that a military solution could be found to “taking

ISIS has taken a pounding
but the group is far from
being degraded and
ultimately destroyed.

out” ISIS.
Perhaps in response to a growing chorus among military analysts and naysayers in Congress,
the White House seems to be
eager to counter criticism that the
anti-ISIS campaign seems to be all
tactics with little thought put into
a sustainable solution.
CJTF-OIR frequently publishes
statistics of air strikes and Hellfire
missiles fired by US and British
drones destroying ISIS fighting
positions or oil and fuel refineries.
Under the hashtag #defeatDaesh
these efforts underlie a sophisticated information operations
acumen but fail to address the
fundamental reality that air
strikes and drones cannot occupy
territory on the ground.
A little history here is useful.
The Defense Department during
president George W. Bush’s administration would provide glossy
and impressive presentations and
statistics of the number of Islamic
State of Iraq fighters killed on any
given week. Remnants of the Islamic State survived an unrelenting onslaught of US special forces
raids, drone strikes, air strikes
and Sunni tribal and insurgent
forces that fought them. This was
mainly due to the safe havens
afforded to ISIS members in the
Syrian provinces of Hasakah and
Deir ez-Zor under the watchful
eye of Syrian President Bashar
Assad’s security services.
Similarly, US, Arab, French and
Turkish combined airpower and
special forces raids can only go
so far. With the Russian integrated air defence system active
in northern Syria, vast reaches of
airspace are off-limits to CJTF-OIR
and its military assets. US Special
Operations Forces, on the ground
now in narrow parts of northern
Syria, have a very limited mandate that does not allow them to

Iraqi security forces clear houses of Islamic
State fighters in Ramadi, Iraq, on Januray 17th.
sufficiently enable the Arab and
Kurdish fighters on the front lines
against ISIS in Hasakah, Aleppo
and Raqqa provinces.
Washington would do well to
partake in policy introspection.
The Obama administration’s
long-standing stated policy of
“containing” the conflict in Syria
precisely contributed to the proliferation of ISIS exponentially
from Syria into Iraq.
The anti-ISIS coalition led by
CJTF-OIR military objectives are
straightforward: liberate Mosul
and Raqqa from ISIS. Yet the coalition does not seem to have a solution to empowering Sunni fighters in Syria and Iraq who were left
with little support as they battled
ISIS for three years prior to the
initiation of the Operation Inherent Resolve campaign.
Sober and frank assessment is
needed more than ever: neither
training Iraqi security forces in
marksmanship nor training exercises in the Jordanian desert nor

A winning
plan to
defeat ISIS
requires a
paradigm
shift and
ultimately
a shift in
leadership
in the White
House.

targeting ISIS oil wells will prove
sufficient to complete the task.
The limited success that has
been achieved against ISIS has
been due to a straightforward formula: tightly coordinated close air
support between the coalition and
local ground forces. The newly
minted Syrian Democratic Forces
enjoy an operational liaison with
US forces inside a joint operations
centre — Sunni rebels fighting ISIS
on the west bank of the Euphrates, however, do not.
The Syrian peace talks hosted
by the United Nations will not offer a united front between rebels
and regime to fight a common enemy. This is mainly due to the fact
that ISIS is expending significant
effort to assassinate Sunni rebel
leaders. The Assad regime’s track
record of recapturing territory
from ISIS is wholly inadequate.
In the final say, liberating Mosul
and Raqqa cannot be achieved
unless the United States makes
bold and difficult policy decisions
that will not be politically palpable to many.
First, the Russian de facto denial of airspace over large parts of
Syria must be readily ignored and
challenged. Second, expanding
weapon support to Sunni rebels
fighting multipronged fronts
against ISIS and Assad must be
enabled without complicated
litigious restrictions on whether
supplied weapons will be used on
one over the other.
Neither policy decisions are
likely to be enacted by an Obama
administration in its last year in
office. A winning plan to defeat
ISIS requires a paradigm shift and
ultimately a shift in leadership in
the White House.
Oubai Shahbandar is a former US
Defense Department analyst. He is
a private strategic consultant.
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A temporary accommodation centre for Syrians fleeing the conflict near the Bab al-Salam border gate, on February 5th.

Turkey braces for new refugee influx from Syria
Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

W

ith fighting intensifying around the
northern Syrian city
of Aleppo, Turkey is
bracing for a refugee
influx of a scale unseen in the five
years of the Syrian war.
Following advances of Syrian
government forces, supported by
Russian air strikes, near Aleppo,
60km from the Turkish border, tens
of thousands of people have moved
towards
Turkey.
Government
spokesman Numan Kurtulmus
said on February 8th that Ankara’s
worst-case scenario foresees the arrival of up to 600,000 people at the
border.
Turkish authorities shut the border gate at the Oncupinar crossing
in Kilis province, keeping refugees
in Syria despite calls by the European Union to let the people in. As aid
organisations put up tents for refugees on the Syrian side of the border, Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet
Davutoglu said his country, which

has around 2.5 million Syrians in its
borders, would take in the new refugees “if necessary”.
Kurtulmus said 77,000 people
were in camps put up in Syria by the
Turkish disaster relief agency Afad.
“Our main aim is to house this wave
of refugees outside the Turkish border,” he said.
Diplomats and observers say Turkey might be faced with a massive
inflow of refugees should Aleppo
fall to Syrian government forces.
In that case, the number of people
streaming into Turkey would have
“apocalyptic proportions” of 1.5
million people, a diplomatic source
said.
Such a development would pose
big challenges for Turkey but also
probably drive more refugees towards Europe, which received 1
million migrants in 2015. Charles
Lister, an expert on Syria at the Middle East Institute in Washington,
said on Twitter the European Union
should prepare for refugee flows
from Syria “the likes of which we’ve
never seen”, as Aleppo was “emptying en masse”.
If the fighting moves closer to the
border, people might see a move

into Turkey as the only safe way
out. Reports said gunfire and explosions could be heard in Turkey as
Syrian government forces moved to
about 25km from the Turkish border, the reports said.
Ankara’s decision to close the
border gate triggered speculation
that Turkey was trying to implement its long-standing aim of creating a “safe zone” for refugees
in Syria. analyst Celalettin Yavuz,
however, told The Arab Weekly
there was no sign of Ankara sending
troops across the border to police a
safe zone.

The progress of
Syrian forces near
Aleppo is another
blow for Ankara’s
plan to create a “safe
zone” in northern
Syria.
Turkey’s immediate aim was to
make sure that additional refugees
enter the country in a controlled
way, Yavuz said. The Hurriyet newspaper reported that Afad was plan-

ning to send refugees into some of
the 26 existing camps on Turkish
soil.
Davutoglu told a Syria donor conference in London that Turkey was
willing to receive new refugees,
even though providing for Syrians
already in the country strained public finances. “Our heart is bigger
than our budget,” he said.
Ankara says it has spent $9 billion on refugee care while receiving
$420 million in international assistance. The European Union has
promised to help Turkey with $3.3
billion in aid in return for increased
efforts by Ankara to stem the flow of
refugees towards Europe.
More financial aid could be on the
table if more Syrians rush to Turkey. To the west of Aleppo, fighting
in Idlib province, on the border of
Turkey’s Hatay province, has sent
thousands of refugees into Turkey.
Reports said about 20,000 people in
camps in Syria, could shortly reach
Turkey.
The prospect of a new wave of refugees while Turkey is strengthening
efforts to integrate Syrians into its
society. For years, the Turkish state
regarded refugees as “guests” who

were to return to their home country one day. However, five years
after the start of the Syrian conflict
it is becoming clear that many refugees are in Turkey to stay.
Family Minsiter Sema Ramazanoglu said recently that 85% of refugees could be expected to remain
in Turkey. “Integration is the solution,” she said. More language
courses and schools for Syrians as
well as work permits for refugees
are among the steps on Ankara’s
agenda.
Apart from sending additional
refugees into Turkey, the fighting in
northern and north-western Syria
marks a political setback for Ankara. The advance of Syrian government troops and their Russian allies
has been directed mainly against
rebel militias supported by Turkey.
Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan has said one of the motives behind the latest offensive
was to carve out a “boutique state”
for Syrian President Bashar Assad
in the event that Syria should break
up.
Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Istanbul.

Turkey playing realpolitik with refugees

View poi nt

Stephen
Starr

O

nce more we watch
as thousands of
desperate Syrians
fleeing nearly
certain death in
Aleppo are refused
respite with Turkey blocking
entry to tens of thousands of
people on its southern frontier.
“Turkey has reached the
limit of its capacity to absorb the
refugees,” Turkish Deputy Prime
Minister Numan Kurtulmus said.
Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan declared: “If necessary,
we have to, and will, let our brothers in.” However, Ankara has built
a camp on the Syrian side of the
border and sent truckloads of aid
to freezing, rain-soaked refugees
— all bit-part solutions to a much
bigger problem.
Turkey holds a strong stick
with which to beat back criticism:

Erdogan sees extracting
concessions from Europe
as a way to cement his
long-term legacy in
Turkey.

It has accepted more refugees
than any other country. It has
lost hundreds of its civilians to
Syria-related terrorism in the past
six months. It is struggling with
its own political identity and a
resurrected war with Kurdish
separatists.
All actors, local and international, know exactly what they expect
to gain from Syria’s war and with
that, the logic of Turkey’s controversial actions becomes clearer. Its
leaders once proclaimed Turkey
would welcome all in need of
help but that was when the war in
Syria could be won or lost. Now,
with so many competing interests
involved and no side able to land a
knock-out blow on the battlefield,
no victory, for any entity, looks
possible.
As such, Turkey’s realpolitik
has swung into action, chiefly in
the shape of strong-arming the
European Union over the refugee
crisis.
Turkey in January, for the first
time, launched a visa regime
for Syrians entering from third
countries to help slow the flow of
refugees launching off Turkey’s
coast for Greece. It did so in order
to be seen to be making some
effort to pay back the European
Union’s $3.3 billion payout. But it

realises it is locked into the Syria
war for the long term and as such,
has chosen to play the realpolitik
game, inevitably at the expense of
thousands of freezing Syrians.
Turkey is using the refugees,
and the harsh winter weather
battering them, as a trump card
against the European Union, in
the same way it did to get Washington to come on board with
a Syrian aerial campaign when
thousands of Kurdish civilians
in Kobane were facing certain
slaughter by Islamic State (ISIS)
militants in 2013. With German
Chancellor Angela Merkel visiting
Erdogan for the second time in
four months, this tactic appears to
be working.
Erdogan has come to the conclusion that because of United
States’ apparent disinterest and
Kurdish militias’ strength across
northern Syria, the war — as it
appears today — is unwinnable
for Turkey and so has turned his
attention to places and people
where he can exert influence and
extract promises and conditions.
He knows popular support and
sympathy towards the desperation of Syrian and Iraqi refugees
fleeing war has worn thin among
the US and European public as
much as it has among Turks.

Turkey
holds a
strong stick
with which
to beat back
criticism:
It has
accepted
more
refugees
than any
other
country.

And so he has turned to Europe,
a continent desperate to placate
its national populations fearful
of further mass migrations of
refugees. He knows Europe can
and will part with cash. He knows
that Europe is divided enough for
right-wing elements to pressure
Merkel and others to cede to his
demands — whatever they may be
in the coming months.
Erdogan sees extracting concessions from Europe as a way to cement his long-term legacy in Turkey. By securing an easing of visa
requirements for Turks travelling
to Europe, he hopes to gain votes
at home that will allow him to
establish the presidential system
of government and total political
control he so badly craves.
Syrian refugees in Turkey fear
the Turkish government has
started to turn on them following a suicide bombing by a Syrian
national in January and the aforementioned visa requirements.
For these desperate refugees, that
may be just the beginning.
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).
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UK mosques open their doors to the public
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

V

“

isit my mosque and
you’ll get to know me
better,” one smiling
Muslim worshipper
said, inviting nonMuslims to his mosque. With the
Islamic State (ISIS) dominating the
headlines and anti-Islam Pegida
protests being organised in the
United Kingdom, it is a simple but
powerful message.
More than 80 mosques across
Britain opened their doors to visitors on February 7th as part of the
Visit My Mosque Day initiative,
which aims to demystify Islam at a
time when there are more Muslims
in the United Kingdom — 3 million
and climbing — than ever before.
The initiative has become something of an annual event and is facilitated by the Muslim Council of Britain, the country’s largest Muslim
umbrella body with more than 500
affiliated national, regional and local mosques, charities and schools.

More than
80 mosques

across Britain opened
their doors to visitors
on February 7th as part
of the Visit My Mosque
Day initiative.
Writing in the Guardian newspaper, Remona Aly, director of communications for the Exploring Islam
Foundation, clarified the central
place that mosques hold in Islamic

life. “In Arabic, mosque or masjid
means a place of prostration and is
essentially a place for worship. But
historically a mosque encompassed
much more than this, providing
health services and education, an
epicentre for community life, a
venue for performing marriages, as
well as a social halal knees-up,” she
wrote.

Hundreds of people
attended the open
day at east London.
“I’ve driven for many years past
London Central Mosque wondering what is inside but when I got an
email telling me there was an open
day I decided to come today and
visit,” David from Hendon in North
London said.
London Central Mosque, perhaps better known as Regents Park
Mosque, is one of the British capital’s largest mosques thanks to its
central London position and iconic
golden dome. It can accommodate
as many as 5,000 worshippers. It is
only outstripped by the mammoth
East London mosque, which can
hold about 7,000 worshippers and
is the largest mosque in Europe.
Hundreds of people attended the
open day at east London, which has
one of the most diverse populations
in the country. Visitors were invited
to observe prayers and participate
in a question-and-answer session
with mosque officials.
Despite the media obsession with
ISIS, questions focused on more
general aspects of Islam, “In terms
of Islam practice-wise, there are
five pillars… This is something you
may have heard elsewhere,” Shafiur
Rahman, director of the Jibreel Institute at the East London mosque
told visitors.

Visitors listen to a talk during a tour of the Birmingham Central Mosque.
Why do Muslims grow their
beards? Why do Muslim women
wear the hijab? What is the difference between Sunnis and Shias?
These were the types of questions
visitors asked, alongside more penetrative queries regarding terrorism
and the poor image of Islam in the
media.
“It was a very interesting place. I
went along more to see the building
and how the mosque factors into

the lives of the local community.
It was good to hear from the imam
and some of the people who know
the mosque well,” visitor David
Chalk said.
“I like the idea of the open days as
a way of throwing open the doors to
the community but it’s a shame that
there has to be a kind of defensive
aspect to it on account of how Muslims and Islam are inaccurately perceived around the world right now.”

Mosque officials were keen to
stress that their doors are always
open. “The majority of mosques
have open doors so you can walk in
at any time. Today, we’re just making that extra-special effort by putting on an event but we welcome
visitors throughout the year,” Tanvier Ahmed of the outreach team at
Darul Isra Mosque in Cardiff, which
was also taking part in Visit My
Mosque Day.

Obama and the mosque

View poi nt
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S

toked by ugly rhetoric
from the presidential
campaign trail, antiMuslim sentiment in
the United States is
running so high that US
President Barack Obama felt
compelled to make his first visit
to a US mosque and speak up for
the country’s Muslims.
Sadly, that’s not likely to change
the minds of Americans who conflate Islam and terrorism.
Though Muslims are a religious minority, they number in
the millions in the United States.
According to a string of polls over
several years, more than one-third
of adult Americans asked said that
Islam is more prone to encourage
violence than other religions. A
poll released in January by the
Pew Research Center found that
14% said that about half the US
Muslim population is anti-American.
In the race for the Republican
Party’s presidential nomination,
leading candidates have been trying to exploit such views to win
votes.
Which is why Obama condemned “inexcusable political
rhetoric against Muslim Americans that have no place in our
country” in a February 3rd speech
at a Baltimore mosque. There was
no need to elaborate. Pointing to
the terrorist attacks in Paris and
California, billionaire business-

man Donald Trump, the Republican front runner, made headlines
around the world by calling for a
ban on Muslims travelling to the
United States.
Ben Carson, a retired neurosurgeon and presidential candidate,
has described Islam as incompatible with the US Constitution and
held that, therefore, no Muslim
should be president.
Not so, Obama said at the Baltimore mosque: “When enshrining the freedom of religion in our
constitution and our Bill of Rights,
our founders meant what they
said when they said it applied to
all religions.”
But facts matter little on a
subject as controversial as Islam
and Obama’s plea for tolerance did
little to convince Islamophobes
that Muslims in the United States
are full-fledged members of “one

American family”, as he put it.
Playing to the 43% of Republicans who, according to polls,
say Obama is a Muslim, Trump
remarked that the president had
chosen to go to a mosque because
“maybe he feels comfortable
there”. Trump has long questioned Obama’s religion and was
a leading voice of the “birther
movement” of Americans who
insist the president was born in
Kenya.
In a bizarre leap of logic, US
Senator Marco Rubio, R-Florida,
who had been gaining in Republican presidential polls, saw the visit
to the mosque as evidence that the
president was dividing the country
along “religious lines”.
Obama’s speech drew praise
from Muslim community leaders and editorials in mainstream
newspapers. Even the Wall Street

Obama’s plea
for tolerance
did little to
convince
Islamophobes
that Muslims
in the United
States are
full-fledged
members
of “one
American
family”.

43% of Republicans say
Obama is a Muslim,
according to polls.
President Barack Obama greets children during his visit to the Islamic Society of
Baltimore, on February 3rd.

Journal, generally not a fan of the
Democratic president, described
it as “one of Mr Obama’s best
attempts to fulfil the promise he
made in 2008 to promote racial
and political comity”.
But there have also been
pointed questions from American
Muslims as to why Obama waited
until his final year in office to visit
a mosque at home. The president
has visited mosques abroad — in
Indonesia and Egypt — where
he called for “a new beginning
between the United States and
Muslims around the world: one
based on mutual interest and
mutual respect”.
For years he shrugged off
suggestions to visit a mosque in
America, apparently because he
feared that would give currency
to the claims from conservative
detractors that he is a Muslim,
a perception that could have
dimmed his prospects for re-election in 2012. Now that he is on the
final stretch of his presidency, he
is tackling sensitive issues — from
race to religion — more forcefully
than before.
In his address to the Islamic Society of Baltimore, Obama made a
point that deserves wider debate:
most Americans have never met a
Muslim (the community accounts
for about 1% of the population)
and only hear about Muslims and
Islam from news accounts of terrorist attacks.
That gives a distorted impression and spurs the stubborn
tendency to blame an entire
community for the violent acts of
a very few.
Bernd Debusmann is a writer
on foreign affairs based in
Washington. He has reported
from more than 100 countries
and was wounded twice while
covering the civil war in Lebanon.
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Saudi reactions mixed over fuel hikes
Rob L. Wagner

Jeddah

I

rfan Mohammed stared at the
pump at a petrol station as the
cost to fill the tank of his 2001
Toyota Camry rose steadily to
about $8.70.
“I guess that’s one less sandwich
for lunch today,” said Mohammed,
a mid-level manager for a food vendor as he sat in his car on the Mecca-Jeddah Highway about 20km
south of Jeddah. Mohammed, who
drives all day, six days a week for
his job, was joking. Still, he admitted to some anxiety that the cost of
driving his own car for his company comes out of his pocket.
Before the Saudi government
raised petrol prices by as much as
100% in December, Mohammed
rarely paid more than $5 to top off
the fuel tank of his car. He calculated that an additional $75-$85
would come out of his pocket each
month. “It adds up,” he said.
Petrol prices rose to 20 US cents
from 12 cents per litre for regular
grade fuel and 24 cents from 12
cents for premium grade. Water
and electricity price rises became
effective on January 11th. The price
increases were the first wave of
economic reforms the Saudi government is scheduling to boost revenues to try to close a $98 billion
budget deficit.
A steep decline in revenue as
crude oil prices fell as low as $31
per barrel prompted the Saudi
government to implement austere
economic measures to generate
revenue and educate citizens that
government spending must be
curbed.

The increases at the pump were
met with mixed reactions from the
public, ranging from outrage to resignation as the government signals
that the era of subsidies and entitlements is ending.
Economists caution that the effect of the fuel price hikes will not
be apparent until late summer. The
poor and small and medium-sized
businesses will likely be affected
the most.

A steep decline in
revenue as crude oil
prices fell as low as
$31 per barrel
prompted the Saudi
government to
implement austere
economic measures.
Muhammad Naqvi, a driver for
a women’s college with a long list
of private female clients, said he
drives 16 hours a day, often seven
days a week. Unlike most drivers
who own their vehicles — often
economical Toyota Camrys — Naqvi
drives a Toyota Fortuner SUV, with
relatively poor fuel consumption.
Often making multiple trips a day
to Jeddah’s far-flung international
airport terminal, it is not usual for
Naqvi to fill his tank daily.
“I’m in real financial trouble,” he
said. “I haven’t raised my rates for
my private clients yet because they
complain but eventually I will have
no choice.”
Bill Farren-Price, chief executive
officer of Petroleum Policy Intelligence, a London-based global energy research company that focuses
on the Middle East, said Saudi Arabia’s poor will be hit the hardest.

“There will be an impact on the
poorer elements of society,” Farren-Price said. “There is not an alternative to move around and not a
great deal of public transport. They
have no choice but to drive.”
Farren-Price said that perhaps of
equal concern is the effect on Saudi
Arabia’s inflation rate.
“The other issue will be raising
some inflationary impact and it will
be interesting to see how the Saudi
economy will handle it,” he said.
Saudi Arabia averaged about
a 2.76% inflation rate from 2000
to December 2015, with a drop in
December to 2.3%. Food prices
averaged about a 1.4% increase
year-on-year, and transportation
inflation rates rose an average of
1.3%, according to Trading Economics, which provides economic
data for 196 countries.
Saudi Arabia can expect to see
overall inflation rise to at least 2.8%
in 2016 and up to 3.5% in 2017, according to the UN Consumer Price
Inflation Forecast.
The International Monetary
Fund forecast is a little more optimistic, pegging the kingdom’s
2016 inflation rate at 2.33%, rising
to 2.85% in 2017 and 2.89% in 2018.
However, the projections were
made before the fuel price increase
announcement.
Turki H. Fadaak, research and
advisory manager for Al-Bilad Investment Company, noted the effects of higher fuel prices spurring inflation may not be as great
as some consumers anticipate and
current predictions may remain
unchanged.
“The increase in fuel rates will
not show any impact soon but we
can expect sometime in the future
that it might affect prices of goods

A Saudi woman counts banknotes in Riyadh.
and services,” Fadaak said. “However, the decrease in the prices of
(imported) international goods due
to the (US) Federal Reserve raising
the interest rates will make up for
any negative effect.”
Saudis are taking the slow approach to dealing with the budget
shortfall and looking for long-term
solutions. Limiting oil production
may not be a practical option for

Saudi Arabia as a means to boost oil
prices to increase revenue.
“If Saudi Arabia and [the Organisation of the Petroleum Exporting
Countries] limit oil production we
will see sustained higher oil prices
but a long-term decline in the market share,” Farren-Price said.
Rob L. Wagner is an Arab Weekly
contributor based in Saudi Arabia.

Turkey ponders whether Iran is economic partner or rival
Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

S

ome are rubbing their
hands in anticipation, others are concerned about
an emerging rival but what
Turkish business leaders
and politicians agree on is that economic relations with Iran are in for
a massive change.
Iranian President Hassan Rohani
has said his country needs up to
$50 billion in foreign investment a
year if it wants to reach its aim of
8% annual economic growth after
the removal of international sanctions following the deal on Tehran’s nuclear programme.

Turkey can expect to
be among the
biggest beneficiaries
of the expected
Iranian boom.
As a neighbour with an $800 billion economy and a strong export
industry that ships everything
from high-standard washing machines to modern cars and television sets, Turkey can expect to be
among the biggest beneficiaries of
the expected Iranian boom.
“As Turkey is like an entrance
door for Iranian goods on the way
to Europe and Iran is like a door for
Turkish products on their way to
Central Asia, Iran and Turkey can
be good trading partners for each
other,” Eyup Bartik, head of the
Chamber of Trade and Industry in
the south-eastern Turkish city of
Gaziantep, said after a visit to Tehran.
Bartik put potential bilateral
trade between Turkey and Iran
at $35 billion a year, almost three
times the current volume. The
government in Ankara aims for $30
billion in 2023. Turkey’s exporters, as well as the construction and
the steel industries, are in a good

Turkcell is looking for acquisition opportunities to expand regionally and Iran could be a target
market.
position to provide goods and expertise for a country that wants to
catch up with the rest of the world
after being cut off from much of
the international trade for many
years.
Turkey’s car industry, which accounted for $22 billion in exports
in 2015, could use its advanced
manufacturing techniques to enter
the Iranian market.
Turkish companies could hope
for many contracts in a short time
period, Mehmet Dudaroglu, the
chairman of the Turkish auto parts
manufacturing association TAYSAD, said in January. He said up to
2 million cars would be sold in Iran
and the need for spare parts would
rise. He also noted that many Iranians speak Turkish.
But Iran’s economic awakening
is not a chance just for Turkish

companies hoping to widen export
markets. The Turks are not the only
ones out to secure plum business
deals and establish themselves in
what could be a huge market in a
country of 77 million people that
sits on some of the world’s richest
oil and gas reserves.
During a recent European visit
by Rohani, Italian and French
companies signed contracts worth
tens of billions of dollars with Iranian counterparts. Deals in Italy
amounted to $18 billion, while
aeroplane manufacturer Airbus
won Iran’s agreement to buy 118
jets worth $27 billion, including a
dozen A380 super-jumbo jets.
Rohani’s shopping trip demonstrated to the international community that Iran is open for business. The International Monetary
Fund expects Iran’s economy to

expand 4.3% in 2016, with growth
at or more than 4% in the following two years. It also sees Iran’s imports expanding 18% in 2016, 14%
in 2017 and 7% in 2018.

Political differences
between Ankara and
Tehran could
affect economic
relations.
“Iran would always prefer Turkey but they are entering a period
where they will evaluate numerous alternatives,” Bilgin Aygul,
president of Turkey’s Foreign Economic Relations Board (DEIK) and
head of the Turkish-Iranian Business Council, told the Hurriyet Daily News, an English-language daily

in Turkey. “They want cooperation
but they want to do the same with
the Europeans, too.”
European countries, as well as
Japan and China, sent large trade
delegations to Iran, Aygul added.
In contrast, Turkey had lost time
with two general elections in 2015.
“We have to catch up now and start
moving faster,” Aygul said.
Economic rivalry by Europeans
and others is not the only problem
for Turkey. Aygul said political differences between Ankara and
Tehran, which follow contrasting agendas in the Syrian conflict,
could affect economic relations.
Potential
competition
from
within Iran itself is another concern. With its large population and
a well-educated workforce, Iran
could become a rival to Turkey,
which has the biggest and most advanced economy in the region.
At the moment, Iran is no match
for Turkey when it comes to foreign investment. Turkey attracted
more than $12 billion in direct foreign investment in 2014; Iran just
$2 billion. Turkish Economy Minister Mustafa Elitas told Reuters
that this was unlikely to change as
foreign investors preferred democratic countries.
But the minister admitted that,
further down the road, Iran could
become a force to be reckoned
with. “If Iran advances with its
economy, then they could become
a rival,” he said.
Dudaroglu also said state incentives for Iran’s industries as well
as lower costs could turn Iran into
a competitor. Namik Ekinci, the
head of the Turkish Steel Exporters
Association, said Iranians had “the
potential to export some of what
they produce and could compete
with Turkish steel”.
Cement producers are also wary.
“The input with the highest cost
is energy and energy is cheap in
Iran,” Reuters quoted a senior officer at a major Turkish cement
producer as saying. “There’s tough
competition ahead.”
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Egypt needs
economic reform
to manage deficit
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

E

gypt must carry out painful economic reforms in
order to get a grip on a
budget deficit that is widening due to large state
subsidies, a fall in exports, and a
dramatic drop in revenues from
tourism and the Suez Canal, economists said.
The main focus for the government in the coming months should
be to boost revenues and cut
spending to bring the deficit to a
tolerable level and offer services to
the poor, they said.
“Reform is actually a matter of
no choice,” said economist Fakhry
el-Fiki. “Our country is in for an
economic disaster if it keeps on
moving like it does now.”

“Our country is in
for an economic
disaster if it keeps
on moving like it
does now.”
Egypt’s budget deficit was about
$17.2 billion at the end of November and was predicted to reach $30
billion — 11.5% of Egypt’s gross domestic product (GDP) — by July, the
end of the current fiscal year.
Egypt bridged the gap between
revenues and spending in recent
years by borrowing from local and
foreign sources. The loans, however, have resulted in public debt
reaching about $300 billion.
The country’s foreign currency
reserves were $16.5 billion at the
end of January, down from $36 billion five years earlier. Most of the
reserves are owned by other countries.
Tourism revenues fell to $6.1
billion in 2015, according to the
Tourism Ministry, down from $7.5
billion in 2014, and less than half

the $12.5 billion reported in 2010.
The outlook for the tourism sector
in 2016 is bleak in the light of continued flight suspensions by Russia
and Britain, countries from where
more than 3 million tourists used
to travel to Egypt every year.
Egypt’s exports fell by approximately 22% in 2015 compared with
the previous year, economists said.
“This is why the reform cannot
wait a day,” said Rashad Abdo, head
of local think-tank the Egyptian
Economics Studies Forum. “There
is an urgent need for attracting
investments, raising exports and
above all reducing spending.”
Egypt has taken measures to redress its economic balance by restructuring its subsidy regime. In
2015, the government reduced fuel
subsidies to $7.7 billion, from $9
billion in the previous year. In addition to food and electricity, fuel
subsidies make up almost 25% of
Egypt’s spending.
The government also plans to
make deeper fuel subsidy cuts in
2016, partly benefiting from falling
international oil prices.
Apparently acting under pressure from the World Bank, from
which it plans to borrow nearly
$400 million, the government
raised income taxes and reduced
those on private firms to attract investments.
Egypt has to turn to the World
Bank for assistance since its traditional Gulf lenders, which lent it up
to $20 billion since June 2013, also
face economic difficulties because
of falling oil prices.
The government recently introduced a measure that aims to cut
hundreds of millions of dollars
from the salaries of Egypt’s 7 million civil servants. Civil servants’
salaries consume about 25% of
Egypt’s budget.
The government’s raised tariffs
on a range of imports, including
household appliances, nuts, clothing, shoes, pet food and fruit, to
reduce foreign currency spending

Briefs
Economic effect of
Syrian war at $35b:
World Bank
The devastating economic impact
of the war in Syria and its spillover
into nearby countries stands at $35
billion and climbing, the World Bank
said.
The estimate, included in a quarterly World Bank report on the Middle East and North Africa, was released on the same day that world
leaders in London pledged more
than $10 billion through 2020 to
help the Syrians.
The Syrian war and its effect on
Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan, Iraq and
Egypt “have cost close to an estimated $35 billion in output,” the
World Bank said.
All of Syria’s neighbours “are facing tremendous budgetary pressure” because of the conflict, the report said. For instance, the influx of
more than 630,000 Syrian refugees
has cost Jordan more than $2.5 billion a year.
(Agence France-Presse)

The Central Bank of Egypt’s headquarters in downtown Cairo.
on imports.
Egypt’s poor, about one-quarter
of the country’s 90 million people,
are likely to be the worst affected.
“These measures will inevitably
reflect negatively on citizens, especially the poor, who are strongly affected by the slightest of commodity price fluctuations,” Fiki said.
“This is why the government must
ensure that the reform is not done
at the cost of these poor citizens.”
To cushion the effects of the
measures on the poor, the government sells foodstuffs, including
cooking oil, meat, rice and vegetables, at reduced prices. The campaign is, however, narrow in scope,
leaving the vast majority of Egypt’s
poor having to cope with the price

rises.
Mahmoud al-Asgalani, founder
of the lobby group Citizens against
Price Hikes, said, after working
among Egypt’s poor for years, he
knows how some government decisions translate into financial suffering for millions of people.
“This is why I say it is the poor
who will foot the bill at the end
of the day,” Asqalani said. “True,
the reforms the government is implementing are meant to save the
economy but millions of people
will fail to put food on the table until this economy is saved.”
Hassan Abdel Zaher is a
Cairo-based contributor to The
Arab Weekly.

VOIP ban angers Moroccan telecom users
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

I

“

can’t call my family and
friends in France on Skype
with both the 3G and 4G
connections,” fumed Aziz
Bounou as he drank tea in
a café in Casablanca. “This is outrageous and pure greed of telecom operators.”
Maroc Telecom, Meditel and Inwi,
the three telecommunication service providers in Morocco, banned
from January 1st free calls made
through mobile internet connections. The ban covers applications
such as Skype, Viber, Facebook Messenger and WhatsApp.

The decision
sparked strong
condemnation from
the opposition
Constitutional
Union and an outcry
from VOIP users.
Morocco’s Telecommunications
Regulatory National Agency (ANRT)
defended the telecom providers’
move saying that none of the services providing Voice over Internet
Protocol (VOIP) or other “free internet calls” had the required licences.
The decision sparked strong condemnation from the opposition Constitutional Union and an outcry from

VOIP users.
In a January 15th statement, the
Constitutional Union said the move
“operates against all good technological sense” and questioned its
legality.
This restriction is “an obstacle to
freedom of communication”, the
statement said, and harmed many
start-ups, companies and technological creators, at a time when entrepreneurship, especially in new
technologies, is a potential pathway
to the creation of thousands of jobs
and added value.
With none of the parties of the majority cabinet criticising the move,
ANRT’s decision seems to be backed
by the Islamist-led government.
Nabil Benabdallah, minister of
Habitat and leader of the Party of
Progress and Socialism, told news
outlet Telquel.ma: “On a strictly
personal basis, I find that unfortunate, but as a party leader, I have not
studied the issue enough to be able
to comment. We do not have all the
elements to take a position.”
Moroccans heavily use VOIP to
call abroad, a reason that may have
pushed telecom providers to block
the services in order to boost revenues amid saturation in the local
phone call sector.
“It’s a very bad omen for Morocco.
We are in an era where everything is
open,” said Mehdi Alaoui, founder
of Screendy. “It was just a matter of
time for telecom providers to block
VOIP because they make less money.”
In Brussels, taxi driver Salim said

the ban angered him.
“I regularly call my mother in Morocco on Viber. Now, with the ban, I
have to buy an international phone
card every time I need to call her because she doesn’t have an ADSL connection at home,” said the 48-yearold Moroccan.
“This is a sheer greed of telecom
providers who only think about making huge profits at the expense of
their ‘abused’ customers,” he added.
Start-ups, small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs) and contractors
working with foreign countries are
likely to be hit the hardest as most
of them rely on VOIP services. Consequently,
foreign exchange
inflows
will
decrease

VOIP-Morocco

due to a fall in the revenues of startups and SMEs.
“Banning VOIP services is just
breaking an entrepreneurial dynamic,” said Alaoui, adding that providers are tarnishing their image in
the market.Foreign investors might
reconsider investment in such companies with their communication
environments restricted.
While the move is legal, Moroccans protested on social media and
called for a boycott of the telecom
providers.
“@meditel @inwi & @Maroc_Telecom Are now blocking VOIP services
including Skype. Welcome to 2016
the year Net Neutrality died in Morocco,” tweeted Hassan Dibani.
“On December 17, WhatsApp was
blocked by Brazil, Mark Zuckerberg
intervened to unblock the situation. I believe that if we manage to make our voices heard to
Mark, there will surely be some
support from him! What do you
think?” asked Amine Touati on a
Facebook group called Unblock
VOIP in Morocco! It has more
than 2,400 members.
Petitions to restore access to
VOIP services were launched to
pressure the government to act.
The National Campaign to Demand the Abolition of VOIP Service
Ban petition, which was launched
on January 6th on ipetitions.com,
has more than 10,600 signatures.
Saad Guerraoui is a frequent
contributor to The Arab Weekly on
Maghreb issues.

Iran supports
Venezuela’s bid to
improve oil
market
Iranian
Oil
Minister
Bijan
Zanganeh said the Islamic republic
supports efforts by Venezuela to stabilise global crude markets.
“The positions of the Islamic Republic of Iran and Venezuela in the
oil sector have always been close,”
the ministry’s website quoted
Zanganeh as saying after he met
with Venezuelan counterpart Eulogio Del Pino.
“Iran supports Venezuela’s efforts
to improve the oil market and its stability.”
“We had good discussions on the
Organisation of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), global
markets for crude oil, and the cooperation of member and non-member
countries,” he added.
Del Pino said he had consent from
several countries for an “emergency
meeting” in the wake of world oil
price drops. “The current crude
price is very low, and this price is
very far from proper prices in international markets,” he said.
Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro said that OPEC and other oilproducing countries were “close”
to an agreement on stabilising the
market.
(Agence France-Presse)

Qatar acquires
stake in Chevron
oil project off
Morocco
Qatari state oil company Qatar
Petroleum says it has reached a deal
with Chevron to acquire 30% of its
stake in offshore drilling areas in
Morocco.
Under the terms of the deal,
Chevron will hold onto a 45% interest in the offshore leases. Morocco
will retain a 25% stake. Financial
terms were not released.
The drilling areas are known as
Cap Rhir Deep, Cap Cantin Deep
and Cap Walidia Deep. They are
100-200km west and north-west of
Agadir.
Chevron announced its agreement to explore the offshore areas
in 2013.
(The Associated Press)
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Egypt’s forgotten citizens
Khaled Osama

Cairo

S

alem Mutei has never had
identification documents,
following not only family
but universal tradition in
the Sinai peninsula.
Thousands of people living in
the vast deserts of the peninsula
in north-eastern Egypt don’t care
to have identification documents
or even deal with state institutions. They live in their own world,
moving from one place to another,
dependent on word of the mouth
when it comes to marriage, inheritance or buying and selling.

Thousands of people
living in the vast
deserts of the
peninsula in
north-eastern Egypt
don’t care to have
identification
documents.
“Why should we need those documents?” Mutei, a fisherman in his
mid-40s, asked. “We have no need
for them.”
Mutei, his family and similar Sinai clans live by their own rules.
They earn their living by farming, fishing, herding or working
in construction. They rarely need
the Egyptian government but face
problems when they do turn to
state institutions for help.
A few months ago, Mutei’s pregnant wife needed to be hospitalised to deliver the baby. She was
denied admission into the hospital
because neither his wife nor Mutei
had identification. The woman
would have died but for the private
obstetrician who performed the
needed Caesarean section.
To the Egyptian government,
people such as Mutei are almost
non-existent. They are not counted
in Egypt’s national census. They
are not considered when the government designs development
plans, either.
Sinai — almost the size of Israel,
the Palestinian West Bank, the Gaza
Strip and Lebanon combined — fell

A Bedouin man leads his camel in Abu Galoum, South Sinai, Egypt.
off Egypt’s development plans decades ago, even though it is home to
an estimated 400,000 people. It is
a vast desert, except for a narrow
strip along the Red Sea where resorts such as Sharm el-Sheikh and
Hurghada appeal to tourists.
Mutei did not register his marriage at the time of his wedding
and none of his three children have
birth certificates. He does not enrol
his children in school, either. He
says this has been family tradition
for generations.
“This is the way people of the desert live,” he said. “Documentation
has never been part of our life.”
Some non-governmental organisations (NGOs) want to include

Mutei, his family and similar people in national records by giving
them identification papers and
birth certificates.

To the Egyptian
government, people
such as Mutei are
almost non-existent.
The Sinai Women’s Rights Society is one of these NGOs. Society head Sawsan Hijab says it has
helped as many as 4,000 people
get IDs.
“These people will continue to
be non-existent — at least to the
government — as long as they are

not registered,” she said. “Some
people are born, live and die, even
as the government knows nothing
about them.”
The need for the government
to know more has become vital as
security experts say a sizeable portion of the terrorists who attacked
the Egyptian Army in the Sinai include unregistered people.
“These people pose a serious danger to national security,”
Farouk Megrahi, a retired police
major-general, said. “How can the
government bring any of these unregistered people to account when
he/she commits a crime?”
The Sinai has turned into a fertile soil for the growth of a major

terrorist organisation, Sinai State,
which in late 2014 swore allegiance
to the Islamic State (ISIS).
Repeated attacks by the group
have left scores of army personnel
and police dead. In July, the group
made the daring move of trying to
overrun part of Sinai and declare
it the capital of its Islamic state in
Egypt.
The group made its presence
known in early 2013 by kidnapping
several Egyptian Army officers. The
country’s security agencies knew
little about Sinai State members,
funding or armament at the time.
Khaled Osama is an Egyptian
reporter based in Cairo.

As they celebrate slavery abolition anniversary,
Tunisians fight racism
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

I

n late January, Tunisia commemorated the 170th anniversary of the abolition of slavery
through events and activities
drawing on the importance of
ending racial discrimination.
In a recent speech Tunisian
President Beji Caid Essebsi said
Tunisians must follow the “daring
initiative” of January 23, 1846, with
“effective ways to end all forms of
discrimination based on race and
colour”.

The Tunisian decree
predated formal
bans on slavery in
the United States,
France and Portugal.
Husseinite dynasty ruler Ahmed
Bey outlawed slavery in Tunisia
in the mid-19th century, making it
the first Arab and Muslim country
to end enslavement. The Tunisian
decree predated formal bans on
slavery in the United States, France
and Portugal.
The decree detailed moral and
political grounds for the abolition

of slavery. It instructed the courts
to be a refuge for those fleeing slavery and public notaries to facilitate
emancipation procedures. Violations of the decree resulted in fines
or prison sentences.
In recent years, the anniversary
of the abolition of slavery became
of particular significance to activists fighting racial discrimination.
Associations, such as M’nemty
(My Dream) which was launched in
2013, were formed with the aim of
eradicating racism and discrimination.
“Despite the fact we were among
the first countries to abolish slavery, we still suffer today from forms
of racism. Today we have new
forms of discrimination,” said Rania Belhaj Romdhane, a M’nemty
member.
The Tunisian Association for the
Support of Minorities also pointed
out the importance of spreading
awareness in Tunisia regarding racism.
“Today, we would like to draw
attention to the importance of the
anniversary that marks the end of
slavery in Tunisia. If we ask Tunisians about this date, most people
would not know its significance,”
Ghayda Thabet, an official with the
association, said at a January 22nd
news conference.
M’nemty called for the date of
abolition of slavery to be decreed a

A 2014 file picture shows anti-racism demonstrators in Tunis
holding a placard reading in French “We are all Children of Earth”.
national holiday.
“Since 2013 there has been a request to include this date on the
calendar of national holidays. We
had a protest and a march to support this request.
Yet, it was not taken into consideration even when we submitted
a law proposal against all forms of
discrimination,” Belhaj Romdhane
said.
M’nemty put on an event to commemorate the abolition of slavery
and to sensitise people to the im-

portance of putting an end to discrimination by means of education
and art.
In addition to celebrating and
commemorating the date of the
abolition of slavery, the Tunisian
Association for the Support of Minorities called for laws to penalise
racism.
“Ever since 2013, we have been
working on implementing these
values. The constitution emphasises the importance of equality
in front of the law but, concretely,

how can we implement this without a law?” Thabet asked.
“A law that penalises discrimination should be implemented. Legislators should take this into consideration.
In December 2015, we submitted
a law proposal to parliament after
consulting with our legal team to
penalise racism as the constitution
guarantees equality to all citizens
facing discrimination. However,
we have not received a response
yet.”
The Tunisian Association for the
Support of Minorities said it would
monitor all racist incidents. “In the
absence of a law that penalises discrimination, we have the role of an
observatory providing a number
for people to report discrimination
and incidents of racism,” Thabet
said. “We have received many cases so far. Racism exists but needs to
be exposed.”
She added: “Facing this situation, we are working on reporting
these cases and at the same time
we want to present the issues to
public opinion. We listen to people
express their anxieties and help
them with their problems. We have
a legal team to take care of the legal
ramifications of any incidents.”
Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and
Culture contributor for The Arab
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.
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Sand in My Eyes: Insight into Sudan’s daily life
Dunia El-Zobaidi

London

M

“

y intention was
to investigate the
poetic rhythm of
everyday life in an
environment [as]
people relate to crisis.”
With those words, photographer
and author Eniko Nagy introduced
her English-Arabic bilingual poetic
picture book Sand in My Eyes: Sudanese Moments, giving a rare insight
into one of the largest countries in
Africa, which is very little known.
Nagy, a former German development adviser, spent nine years
in Sudan collecting everyday moments through photography and
recording or writing down the spoken word. She travelled 30,000km
in some of the hardest-to-reach regions of the world and under harsh
conditions, to compile her work.

Nagy, a former
German
development
adviser, spent nine
years in Sudan
collecting everyday
moments.
Initially sent to North Kordofan
state in central Sudan to help expand civil society organisations,
Nagy capitalised on the occasion to
acquire an in-depth knowledge of
the hidden treasures in remote areas of Sudan.
“The picture I saw was in stark
contrast to the common narrative
about Sudan as another conflictridden African country where the
people are poor and need help. I felt
this paralysing narrative has seized
a land from its people. A place that
is expected to see itself as a failure
and a mere recipient of help,” Nagy
said
Instead of returning to Germany
after finishing her job, Nagy dedi-

cated more time to a country she
learned to love. She encountered
members of more than 45 tribes and
ethnic groups and collected more
than 26,000 photos and 2,500 pieces of oral proverbs, legends, myths,
poetry and songs.
“I set out to document moments
through photography and spoken
word in the day-to-day life of different cultures in Sudan. To [have
them] speak on behalf of their country, their identity, their beauty and,
beyond that, to reclaim the narrative for the people and their culture.
I felt that if I had left without doing
that, I would have not done justice
to the place,” Nagy said.
The exhibition shows Sudan’s
rich and varied cultural patterns,
traditions, landscapes and daily rituals. It covers fundamental aspects
of life in Sudan, including sense of
freedom in nomadic life, sense of
community, how people settle disputes, concepts of generosity and
kindness, of masculinity and femininity, homemaking, scarification,
gait, dress, rituals, ceremonies,
spiritual life and respect for elders.
“Their simple life, utter kindness
and generosity reflect a particular
life philosophy. I was fascinated by
it. Encounters with people in tough
living conditions, felt dignified, joyous and rich and were marked by
sophisticated codes of conduct and
respectful, artful communication. I
felt it deserves to be seen in all its
beauty,” Nagy explained.
Mansour Khalid, former minister of Foreign Affairs of the republic of Sudan in his foreword to the
Sand in My Eyes said: “Ms Nagy was
neither seeking economic reward
nor academic distinction, though
she deserves both for her excellent
work. That selfless dedication to an
unsolicited undertaking has proved
that hers is a labour of love. Her success in knitting together over time
and space a clear picture of Sudan’s
diverse cultures, which were either concealed behind a morass of
academic fraud or obscured by misreading or misunderstanding Sudanese cultures.”

The large golden zumam, a nose ring, underlines the beauty and status of this Kababish nomad
woman in Al-Hamrat Al-Sheikh.
Nagy said that in asking what “Sudanese” is, she found herself questioning “Who are we? What makes
us who we are, as individuals and
communities?”
“There is little public awareness
of immaterial heritage,” Nagy contended. “Cultural heritage does
not end with monuments and collections of objects. Habits, dress,
adornment, scarification, ceremonies, beliefs, food and gait — everything speaks.”
Nagy says that nations reside in a
“cultural territory”, where customs,
superstitions, rituals, manners, beliefs and experiences are shared and
which is formed by the people who
give it life and definition, rather
than within lines on a map.
Her aim is to make this deeply
human territory visible and to con-

tribute to safeguarding it. In doing
so, she seeks to pay tribute to the
diversity of people and views in our
world and to contribute to the protection of the plurality of narratives
of the one, same human experience.
On the difficulties she encountered while compiling her work,
Nagy said she had to learn to manoeuvre through Khartoum’s business world and with government
officials, for fundraising and permits, in a language she didn’t speak
initially.
“It took one and a half years to
convince Sudanese companies to
cover most of the costs of travel,
production, printing and shipping
of the book. It was a [hard] task to
work on management and administration, imports and shipment in
a very challenging work environ-

ment,” Nagy said.
In the book, traditional narratives — proverbs, legends, myths,
poems, laments, ritual verses and
anecdotes from all over Sudan — are
arranged with the photos to cover
a day in Sudan across its different
cultures.
The London showing of the exhibition is co-presented by the Brunei Gallery, SOAS and the Embassy
of the Republic of Sudan and is to
tour to Germany, Austria, the Netherlands, Norway, Belgium, France,
Italy, Spain, the United States and
Sudan.
Sand in My Eyes will be showing at the Brunei Gallery London
through March 19th.
Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular Arab
Weekly contributor in London.

War, politics take toll on Syria’s publishing
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

T

he publishing and printing business in Syria,
once a thriving industry,
has been badly hit by the
country’s long-running
war. As the Syrian crisis degenerated into a full-fledged conflict,
hundreds of publishing and printing houses have been shut down,
printing facilities were destroyed
and warehouses were burned, incurring losses of millions of dollars.

“Prior to 2011, we
used to publish
about 100 new titles
annually. In the last
few years,
production dropped
to a mere ten new
titles.”
Some big houses, especially
those that had printing centres
in Aleppo and in rural Damascus,
scenes of fierce fighting since 2011,
relocated outside Syria.
Haytham al-Hafez, head of the
Syrian Publishers Association and
owner of Dar al-Hafez publishing
house, said that, in addition to the
war, the book industry in Syria suffered from a drop in regional markets, either because countries have
gone through uprisings and turmoil
— such as Egypt, Libya, Yemen and
Tunisia — or for political reasons,
as is the case with Gulf Cooperation
Council (GCC) countries that have
been boycotting the Syrian regime

A Syrian vendor sells books and praying beads at a market in old
Damascus.
and supporting rebels fighting to
topple it.
“The calamities gripping Syria
for the past five years had an impact on the book industry with
production in 2013 and 2014 not exceeding 5% of what it was prior to
2011,” Hafez said, stressing, however, that the loss of regional markets
was much more detrimental since
“only 25% of printers’ production

was consumed locally”.
“Many Arab countries that did
not experience any ‘Arab spring’
revolutions have closed their
doors in the face of Syrian books
for political considerations, notably their stance regarding the Syrian regime,” Hafez said.
Many publishers have relocated
outside Syria and resorted to publishing under the brand names of

other houses to ensure continuity
and keep active in GCC markets,
notably Saudi Arabia, which is the
biggest in the region, he pointed
out.
“We were forced to produce under others’ names due to Syria’s
boycott. Moreover, we have lost
our printing facilities and warehouses in rural Damascus,” he
said, noting that he has suffered
losses totalling $4 million when a
warehouse in Kafr Batna in eastern
rural Damascus was destroyed.
The devaluation of the Syrian pound, economic deterioration
and the drastic drop in the purchase power of the middle class,
which was the biggest consumer
of print products, was another setback for the printing and publishing industry.
People are more concerned
about securing their daily livelihood than reading books, according to a bookshop owner who
asked not to be identified. “Our
average daily sales do not exceed
10,000 pounds, equivalent to $25,
and our profit (margin) is a mere
$10,” he said.
The war has also adversely affected the output and creativity
of authors and writers, many of
whom have left Syria and have not
been able to produce worthwhile
works.
“Prior to 2011, we used to publish about 100 new titles annually.
In the last few years, production
dropped to a mere ten new titles,”
said owner of Dar al-Fikr Hassan
Salem.
The sharp rise in book prices
has kept many readers away from
bookshops. “Before 2011, the average price of books was 250 pounds,

the equivalent of $5, an affordable
cost for Syrian readers. Today, $5
equals 2,000 pounds, which is
equivalent of 5% of an average Syrian’s salary,” Salem pointed out.
Researchers and university students who can no longer afford to
buy books were the most affected,
he said, adding that he has opened
a library where students could
borrow books “which otherwise
would be (rotting) in warehouses”.
Demand for translation services
also fell as a result of the crisis, noted Sami Ahmad, publisher of Dar
al-Takween translation house.
“We used to translate between
60 and 70 new titles every year and
print 1,000 copies of each title but
in the last three years we only published 20 books, including 18 translated works,” he said.
Tawfik Ahmad, an official at the
Syrian General Book Authority, affiliated with the Ministry of Culture, stated that although book
production had declined in the
years following the start of the crisis, the number of titles issued by
the authority still reached 200.
“In order to make up for the rise
in the cost of printing, the authority was granted a 30% increase of
its budget, especially that we offer
the books at a 50% discount,” Ahmad said.
While a small number of those
active in the business in Damascus
before the war are still operating,
they have to put up with numerous
challenges, such as the expense
of shipping and being refused the
visas needed to attend book fairs.
Syrian book fairs have been boycotted while publishers are often
excluded from the invitation lists
to regional exhibitions.
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Agenda

Beirut:
Through March 6th
Ice Skating at Citymall Dora
Beirut takes place every day
from 10am until 10pm. All ages
are invited.

Dubai:
Through April 9th

Muslim visitors walk outside the Al-Masjid al-Nabawi (The Mosque of the Prophet) before the early morning prayer of al-Fajr in the holy
city of Medina.

Islamic tourism: Saudi Arabia’s gift
that keeps on giving
Rob L. Wagner

Riyadh

W

hat built-in market
does Saudi Arabia
have that no other
country comes close
to duplicating? Answer: Religious tourism.
Tourism officials in Muslim and
non-Muslim countries can tout a
wide range of services to appeal to
the religious nature of visitors but
only Saudi Arabia is the land of the
two holy mosques and has a target
market of 1.6 billion Muslims. This
is not a cynical grab for tourism dollars but recognition among Saudis
that they must provide high-end
service to Muslim tourists, who are
travel savvy and have higher expectations to fulfil their spiritual needs.
“Haj and umrah pilgrims are
smarter and more demanding,” said
Aziz Awlya, general manager of Al
Shohada Hotel in Mecca and an authority on religious tourism. Awlya,
who descended from a long line of
Mecca religious guides and served
pilgrims annually as a young man,
said the number of tourists visiting
Mecca has increased so much they
have put a severe strain on the city’s
infrastructure.

Only Saudi
Arabia is the
land of the two
holy mosques
and has a target
market of 1.6
billion Muslims.
It is no wonder. The haj and umrah seasons have made Saudi Arabia
the 19th most visited country in the
world. An estimated 16 million tourists visited the kingdom in 2014 with
more than 30 million expected each

year by 2030. Since 2006, about 2.5
million Muslims perform haj annually with unofficial estimates reaching as high as 3 million.
According to the World Bank, Saudi tourism revenue from foreigners
climbed from $8.4 billion in 2012
to $8.69 billion in 2013. In addition,
Saudis spend more than $21 billion each year as tourists in foreign
countries. That is money not spent
in Saudi Arabia.
Saudi officials have made a big
push in the past three years to keep
that money in the kingdom. The
Commission for Tourism and National Heritage promotes domestic
tourism and tries to draw visitors
from other Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries to visit the holy
cities of Mecca and Medina. That
has now expanded to try to attract
Muslims living in Western countries.
“We can’t keep up with the demand,” said Walid Abu-Sharakh,
co-owner and president of Mafaza
Travel Agency in Falls Church, Virginia. Mafaza is an approved haj
and umrah operator, according to
the Ministry of Haj’s website. Like
all operators, Abu-Sharakh is faced
with a quota for pilgrims, which
has been slashed while the Grand
Mosque in Mecca undergoes extensive expansion and refurbishment.
“The demand in the United States
is much more than our quotas allow,” Abu-Sharakh said, noting
that he is permitted to book about
155 haj pilgrims each year. There is
no quota for the umrah season. He
added that his clients keep their religious tourism itinerary narrowed to
the haj and umrah seasons.
Abu-Sharakh, who offers only
luxury travel packages, noted that
wealthy Muslims in the United
States demand special considerations. “They want the shortest
number of days as possible,” AbuSharakh said. “These are VIPs, professionals like doctors who have
to return to work, so we provide
packages that don’t include visits to

Muslim pilgrims wait in line as they arrive at
Jeddah airport.

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

Beirut:
February 16th-March 20th
Al Bustan International Festival 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.

Dubai:
February 25th-March 12th
The Dubai Food Festival is a
citywide festival that celebrates Dubai’s emergence as
a gastronomic destination.
The event offers an impressive schedule of food-related
events and promotions that
highlight Dubai’s food scene.

Tafraoute, Morocco:
March 6th-8th

An aerial view shows the Abraj al-Bait Towers also known as the
Mecca Royal Hotel Clock Tower, overshadows the Grand Mosque
in the Saudi holy city of Mecca.
Medina.”
A typical travel package may cost
$10,000-$15,000. “It’s for the person who can afford it,” Abu-Sharakh
said. “They want it easy, no hassle,
no workout, easy access to the haram. No long walks in the heat.”
Personalised services go as far as
having Mafaza guides stand in restroom queues and clean the toilet
before the client enters. Most tour
companies provide a religious guide
to help clients navigate the rituals.
Packages include airline tickets, bus
transportation, visa, hotel accommodations, breakfast and dinner.
Abdul el-Komey, owner of Flying
Angle Travel in Newark, New Jersey, said he offers strictly economy
packages but the expectations of
travellers are sometimes unrealistic.
“Everyone wants to be in front

People buy gifts and souvenirs at a shop in the
holy city of Medina, Saudi Arabia.

of the haram but they don’t want
to pay for it,” Komey said. But even
with low-end packages, which average $7,000-$7,500, Komey said he
can find accommodations close to
the Masjid Al-Haram at a reasonably
priced, four-star hotel.
Demand to visit Saudi Arabia
promises increased revenue as the
government struggles to close its
$98 billion fiscal budget caused by
low oil prices. Yet the kingdom faces significant hurdles to improve its
transportation and accommodation
infrastructure.
King Abdulaziz International Airport in Jeddah is to open in 2016
with 46 gates, 220 counters and a
136-metre-high control tower to
handle an expected 30 million passengers.
Equally important is the Haramain High Speed Railway project
that will link the holy cities of Mecca and Medina with stops in Jeddah
and the King Abdullah Economic
City.
But Awlya said roads and highways leading to Mecca, as well as the
streets inside the city, are woefully
inadequate to support the increased
traffic during haj and umrah. He said
real estate developers were coming
in with little or no experience in hotel construction and management.
“They buy a lot with a 30-metre
frontage and think it’s great but
all it does is create more traffic,
more noise and plenty of unhappy
guests,” Awlya said. “Thirty metres
may be enough for an average commercial building but not a hotel.
Builders are not finding the right
people to help them.”

The Almond Blossom Festival, celebrated every year in
Morocco, sees villagers mark
harvest time with Berber
dancing, singing and almond
tastings. International musicians and actors mingle with
local performers to produce
live events based on Moroccan
folklore.

Doha:
During March
The International Kite Festival
takes place in Katara, a village
in Doha, and attracts international visitors during two days
of culture and art. During the
festival, the sky above Katara
is dotted with thousands of
kites, including those flown
by internationally recognised
kiting pilot teams from India,
the United States, China,
South Korea and Japan. The
variety of activities scheduled
includes kiting workshops,
face-painting, street painting
and more.

Tunis:
April 8th-17th
The 11th annual Jazz à
Carthage music festival brings
together renowned international and local musicians to
perform and attend discovery
concerts, lectures, exhibitions
and nightly jam sessions.
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